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      Pro tip: When you hear someone creeping around your bedroom at 2 AM, the correct response is not to assume it's your guardian and go back to sleep.

      But there I was, face planted in my pillow, listening to the whisper of paper and the subtle shift of movement at my desk, making exactly that mistake.

      "Cheryl?" I call out, my words slurring together. "That you?"

      Cheryl should be on the night shift at the hospital. Did she come home early? The rustling at my desk continues, someone rifling through my stuff. I press my face deeper into the pillow, clinging to the last threads of dreams.

      "I know, my desk is a disaster. I'll clean it up later," I mutter. "Just not in the middle of the night."

      More shuffling. The soft scrape of something dragged across my desk. A pause that stretches too long.

      "Everything okay?" I ask.

      Footsteps approach, and a gentle clasp on my wrist lifts my arm. I smile, thinking Cheryl's being sweet.

      But a sharp pain shoots through the back of my hand.

      “Ow!” My eyes snap open, wide awake now.

      Hoot, my stuffed owl, stares back at me with her enormous button eyes, looking as confused as I am.

      I peel my face from the pillow, cotton fibers clinging to my cheek, and squint through sleep-blurred vision at the silhouette looming over me.

      The shape resolves into something beyond belief, and my heart buffer overflows with shock, every circuit in my brain shorting out at once.

      Error 404: Reality Not Found.

      It's my dad.

      Robert Harris.

      Solid and real and not six feet underground.

      My brain stutters, reboots, crashes again. I'm stuck in an infinite loop of disbelief.

      This can't be.

      This is impossible.

      I've spent the last five years grieving, learning to say "my dad was" instead of "my dad is." Five years of birthday candles blown out with the same desperate wish, the wax melting while I squeezed my eyes shut and begged the universe for something that couldn't come true.

      Except apparently it just did, standing right there in my bedroom at 2 AM, holding what looks suspiciously like a syringe embedded in the back of my hand. The clear liquid disappears into my bloodstream as he depresses the plunger, then he withdraws the needle with practiced precision, quickly covering the injection site with a band-aid.

      He looks up, and his eyes meet mine, sending a jolt of a thousand volts through me. He has a few more lines etched around his eyes than I remember, but this man is unmistakably my father.

      His expression softens briefly, but there's an urgency in his gaze that makes my heart pound even harder.

      "This is for your own safety, Maddie," he says. "You have to trust me."

      His voice, barely a whisper, slices through years of carefully buried memories: shared jokes over breakfast, coding sessions at the dining room table, his funeral, the cold gravestone, endless nights of tears.

      Trust him?

      How can I trust someone who's supposed to be dead, who injected me with God knows what? Anger bubbles beneath the surface—anger at his absence, at the lie of his death.

      I want to yell and scream at him, but I can't, because the moment I look into his eyes, the past crashes into me like a system failure.

      I'm ten again, feet barely touching the stairs as I race down because the doorbell rang and I've been camped by the window all day waiting for Dad to come home from his business trip. But I freeze halfway down, hidden behind the banister, when I realize Uncle Joe isn't talking to my Dad at the front door. He's talking to a police officer whose hat is tucked respectfully under his arm.

      "There's been an accident," the officer said, voice low and serious. "The car went off the bridge. We're still searching, but at that height, there's no chance…"

      I remember the silence that followed, the way the world seemed to lose its color from that moment on. Dad was... gone.

      Forcing the memory away, I lock my eyes on my Dad, standing by my bed, impossibly back from the dead.

      He reaches out as if to touch my face, then reconsiders. "I don't have much time, but I promise I'll explain everything soon. For now, know that I'm here to protect you, Maddie. I'll always protect you, no matter what."

      “What…?” I manage to croak out. My voice sounds foreign to me.

      Hoot is watching me intently, almost urging me to focus on Dad's words. But it's too much, too fast. My mind whirls with a tornado of questions, but one floats in front of my face like a neon sign: Where has he been all these years?

      "...listen carefully, Mads..."

      I can't. I can't focus on anything. He's speaking rapidly, but his words are like wisps of smoke, dissipating before I can grasp their meaning.

      I slowly become aware of a low, rhythmic rumbling. It's faint at first, like a faraway storm, but it quickly grows louder and pulses in a steady rhythm. My brain finally catches up, recognizing the unmistakable thrum of rotor blades.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      Helicopters.

      Whatever Dad is trying to say is drowned out by the deafening roar as they hover directly over the house, so close that the vibration rattles through my bones. The room quakes, books slide off my shelves, and poor Hoot topples over onto her side, button eyes staring accusingly at the ceiling.

      There's pounding above me. Footsteps. There are men running on my roof in heavy boots.

      Dad whips his head towards the window, his expression hardening into one of grim determination. He was expecting this.

      With a loud crack, the window explodes inward in a glittering storm of glass as a figure in full assault gear crashes through, rolling into a defensive crouch with fluid precision. Before I can even blink, he's up, weapon sweeping across my bedroom like he's entered a warzone.

      Three more assault-clad figures follow in rapid succession, their movements swift and practiced. One man moves to my door, bracing it closed, while another stands nearby, weapon ready.

      The last man is carrying a large black box with a handle. He walks throughout my room, sweeping it back and forth as he looks at a display on the top of the box.

      "No readings, it's not here," the man calls out.

      I'm unable to move, unable to think. My brain doesn't want to accept that any of this is real.

      Dad moves to step between me and the armed men, but freezes when they train their weapons on him. "Stand down, Harris," one of them barks. "Don't make this any harder than it needs to be."

      I shrink back against the headboard, trying to make myself as small as possible. Who are these men? What do they want with my dad?

      Dad holds up his hands in surrender, slowly turning to face me. His eyes bore into mine with an intensity I've never seen before. "Listen to me, Maddie. You're going to be okay. Stay calm and do exactly as they say."

      Stay calm? He comes back from the dead, and armed soldiers crash through my bedroom, and he expects me to stay calm? No way that's happening. Panic claws at my chest, making it hard to breathe.

      Two of the men move toward Dad, grabbing his arms. He struggles briefly, but the fight drains out of him quickly. He's pulled away, out the window, and rapidly ascends out of view.

      Suddenly, one man is on me. He grabs my arm, his grip like steel, yanking me from the bed so hard my shoulder pops. I reach out desperately for something, anything—my desk, my bookshelf, Hoot—but there's nothing to grab except fistfuls of air. Another man seizes my other arm, and they lift me as if I weigh nothing, my feet kicking uselessly into empty air.

      Hoot stares back at me from the floor, and my bare feet never touch the ground as they carry me toward the window. The October night air bites at my exposed skin as they haul me outside, rappelling down the side of the house with me suspended between them like a sack of flour. The whole world spins as we plummet toward the ground. Cold, rough grass scrapes against my legs as they drag me across the yard.

      I turn my head as far back as I can, trying to glimpse my father. He's being loaded into a black helicopter that hovers inches from the top of the house, its rotors whipping the air into a frenzy. He's shouting something, his face twisted with desperation. But the words are lost in the deafening roar.

      The chopper lifts away, taking my dad with it. I'm shoved into a vehicle where I collapse onto the seat. I can barely hear the already distant helicopter as doors slam shut around me. I'm flanked by men on both sides. The vehicle lurches forward and we are speeding away from my house.

      My brain is overclocking on fear, my system is ready to crash. The carefully constructed world I knew has shattered in an instant, leaving me grasping at the jagged pieces.

      But beneath the anger and confusion, there's an odd flicker of desperate hope. Hope that maybe, just maybe, Dad had a reason for all of this. That maybe there's an explanation that will make the broken pieces of my life fit together again.

      As the vehicle hurtles through the night, carrying me toward an unknown fate, I cling to that hope like a lifeline. Because right now, it's all I have left in this darkness.
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      The vehicle lurches to a stop, and rough hands haul me out. I squeeze my eyes shut - a childish defense, like hiding under blankets from monsters. But these monsters are real, with Kevlar armor and combat boots.

      They carry me into a building where the stale scent of mildew clings to the back of my throat. The hands release, and I drop, landing hard into an old office chair. Light blazes through my eyelids, turning them blood-red like overheated circuit boards. I crack them open, squinting against the assault of a single work lamp aimed at my face.

      We're in an abandoned reception area in a vacant office building. The walls are bare, concrete cracked and stained with neglect. The car ride here was short. We must be in a building downtown, not far from my house.

      Three men in dark assault gear stand around me, their faces hidden behind masks. The fourth man adjusts a work light so that it hits me square in the face, forcing me to squint.

      I want to ask questions, demand answers, but fear constricts my throat. Instead, I sit there, trying to piece together what’s happening. I need to stay focused and alert. To watch and listen for any opportunity, any clue that might help me understand what the hell I've been dragged into.

      One man crouches before me, his eyes boring into mine. I look away, but the assault rifle strapped to his chest draws my gaze like a magnet. My mind races, calculating its lethality, the speed at which he could raise it, the futility of any attempt to escape.

      The man pulls out a phone, dials a number, and puts it on speakerphone when it connects. He holds the phone between us, and I stare at it, wondering who's on the other end.

      "How long have you been in contact with Robert Harris?" The man before me speaks in a steady, almost casual tone.

      The name slams into me, further confirming this isn't some twisted nightmare. They're asking me like I hold the answers, but how can I when I’ve spent years living with the ghost of my dad? I shake my head weakly, mumbling, "My dad... he's dead."

      The man's eyes narrow, but he presses on, like a debugger stepping through corrupted code, searching for vulnerabilities in my defenses. His grip tightens on the phone, a microphone for whoever's listening in on our conversation.

      "What did he tell you? What did he give you?"

      The back of my hand still stings from the injection. What the hell did he give me?

      "What do you know about Project Gemini?" The interrogator's tone shifts, more probing now. "Are you working with any foreign agents?"

      Foreign agents? That one really catches me off guard, and I nearly bark out a laugh. Yeah, of course I am, I want to say, because every fifteen-year-old's extracurricular activities include international espionage. Right after debate club and before soccer practice.

      I pinch my eyes shut, tears welling up despite my efforts to hold them back.

      "Where is the device, Maddie?"

      It's too much.

      It's all too much.

      "I want to go home!" The words rip from my throat, a child's plea wrapped in a teenager's breaking voice. Tears spill down my cheeks, betraying the last shred of composure I've clung to.

      The room falls silent. My sobs bounce off the concrete walls as my mind finally turns to Cheryl and Uncle Joe. I need them. Where are they now? Did the men grab them too?

      A sound outside shatters the moment. Headlights knife through the grimy lobby windows, casting fleeting patterns on the concrete walls. Three of the masked figures pivot as one mechanical unit, their attention locked on the front entrance. My pulse kicks into overdrive—threat or salvation? In this nightmare, I can't tell the difference anymore.

      The interrogator in front of me remains still, his eyes locked onto mine, but his mind clearly elsewhere. He raises a hand and jabs two fingers toward the doors. The men draw their weapons and file out.

      Silence descends, thick and suffocating, broken only by the occasional sniffle as I struggle to compose myself.

      Car doors slam, followed by frantic shouting. I count at least six distinct voices.

      "Drop your weapons!"

      "Hands in the air!"

      "Federal agents! Identify yourselves!"

      The interrogator continues to stare at me, as if nothing beyond the front door is happening.

      "Five days, Maddie," he says. "We'll know in five days if you are lying. Then we will come for you."

      A heavy cloud of dread settles over me. Five days? What happens in five days? I want to scream, to demand answers, but my voice fails me, trapped behind the lump in my throat.

      The voices outside escalate, and the interrogator exhales a frustrated sigh, the first crack in his stoic demeanor. His jaw clenches as the commotion rages on outside, the situation clearly slipping from his grasp. I can only sit rigid in my chair, hands shaking, as hope and dread wage war inside me.

      The shouts grow louder outside. The interrogator rises and takes a half-step towards the exit when the door flies open with a bang. A man and a woman in blue jackets burst in, guns raised, barking orders.

      “Hands where we can see them!”

      The interrogator's rifle snaps up in a fluid motion. The world narrows to those three weapons, all pointed, ready to unleash chaos.

      My heart pounds so hard I can barely breathe. This is it. Someone's going to die. Maybe me, maybe all of us.

      The blue-jacketed man turns slightly, and yellow letters blaze across his back: FBI. My shoulders sag with relief. It's over. I'm safe. They're here to rescue me, to put an end to this nightmare. Cheryl or Joe must have called the authorities.

      The second agent thrusts forward a wallet, a golden shield glinting in the harsh light. "FBI, put down your weapon!"

      The interrogator's mask of control slips. Sweat beads on his temple, but he doesn't lower his weapon. Instead, he barks out a single word: "Nightshade!"

      The FBI agents freeze, their expressions shifting from determination to... recognition? What the hell is happening?

      "We are Nightshade!" the interrogator repeats, his voice edged with frustration.

      Weapons lower. Stances relax. The interrogator's shoulders drop a fraction.

      And just like that, my fragile hope shatters.

      What is Nightshade? Why did that word change everything?

      I stare at the FBI agents, desperately willing them to be the heroes I need. Instead, they exchange knowing looks with my captor, and an icy dread settles in my stomach. The men who abducted me are on the same side as the FBI. What does that mean? What happens to me now? The questions swirl, fueling my mounting fear and confusion.

      The male FBI agent looks at me as if seeing me for the first time. His gaze sweeps over my tear-streaked face, the trembling in my hands. He stares at the other man, the interrogator, and points at me. "Is this Madeline Harris?"

      The interrogator doesn't respond.

      The FBI agent turns to me. "Are you Madeline Harris?"

      I don't know what to do. What's the correct answer that gets me back home, safe? I nod, hoping that's the right choice.

      The FBI agent nods back and turns to the man who interrogated me. "I have orders to take her with me. I don't care what your mandate is, I'm invoking protective custody."

      The interrogator stares at the FBI agent, and I can hear his grip tightening on his weapon.

      Seconds stretch like hours before the interrogator finally relaxes his grip, steps back, and waves a dismissive hand toward me. "Take her then," he says. "I've got what I needed anyway."

      My stomach drops. What does that mean? What did they need?

      His willingness to let me go makes me more nervous. I'm like a pawn being shuffled across a chessboard, the rules of the game constantly shifting around me.

      The FBI agent strides toward me, extending a hand. "Let's get you out of here."

      I reach out, my hand trembling as it connects with his. His grip is firm but reassuring, a small anchor in this storm of chaos. As he guides me toward the exit, I glance back at the interrogator. His eyes meet mine briefly, and his expression is inscrutable before he turns away.

      "You're safe now," the FBI agent murmurs.

      I stumble out of the building, my legs weak and unsteady. These agents, with their guns and badges, should represent safety and protection. But witnessing how that single term - Nightshade - transformed the situation completely, I'm drowning in uncertainty.

      The agent's hand rests lightly on my back in a gesture that's somehow both authoritative and reassuring. Guiding me? Or making sure I don't run?

      I climb into the back of a black SUV, my movements mechanical. As the door closes, sealing me in, I can't shake the feeling that I've traded one prison for another.
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      The FBI agent slides into the SUV beside me. I study his features – the slight crease between his brows, the tight line of his mouth, the intensity simmering behind his eyes. This isn't a man accustomed to dealing with frightened teenage girls. Still, there's something about his gaze that draws me in. I'm not sure what it is. Kindness, maybe?

      "Ken Fielding," he says, offering a calloused hand. "I know this is...highly irregular. But you're safe now."

      I eye his outstretched hand but don't take it.

      Safe. What does that even mean? This is the second SUV I’ve been shoved into tonight. The first trip dumped me in an abandoned office where I was questioned at gunpoint. Maybe these FBI guys flash badges instead of guns, but that doesn’t mean I trust them. Doesn’t mean I’m safe.

      One week. That’s what the interrogator said, flat voice, eyes cold as a logic gate snapped shut—he’d be back if I lied. I’m anything but safe.

      Another agent climbs into the driver's seat, and the engine rumbles to life. I twist in my seat, peering out the tinted windows as we pull away from the vacant building. The cracked asphalt and towering brick walls look familiar – we're behind the Pick 'n Save grocery store, not far from my house.

      My house. Aunt Cheryl and Uncle Joe... Do they know what's happened? A fresh wave of panic rises, and I grip the door handle, fighting the urge to throw it open and run.

      "Hey, it's okay." Fielding's voice cuts through my spiraling thoughts. "You're safe with us."

      I turn to face him, studying him. Am I really safe with him? Can I trust him? I don't know what to think. An hour earlier, my world made sense—now nothing does.

      Fielding's eyes are focused, probing, but there's also something kind and gentle tucked away in there. I decide to trust him…for now.

      "Those men…who were they?" The question spills out. "What did they mean by Nightshade?"

      How is my dad connected to all this? I hold that question back, even though it's the one thing I'm dying to find out.

      Fielding's expression tightens imperceptibly. "I was hoping you could tell me."

      I blink, taken aback by his candor. "You...you don't know?"

      He shakes his head. "No, I received a tip while conducting an investigation nearby. I received instructions to locate you and protect you."

      "Why me?" I ask. What the hell is going on?

      Fielding's gaze lingers on me for a beat too long, like he's trying to solve a puzzle. "I'm not entirely sure," he finally says with a shrug. "What did those men want from you?"

      "They kept asking me insane questions," I say.

      They asked about Dad. His face flashes through my mind, but I swallow that truth down. Whatever trouble Dad's in, whatever reason he had for letting me think he was dead, I can't risk making it worse by telling the wrong person.

      "They asked if I was working with foreign agents," I continue. "Project Gemini, whatever that is."

      Fielding's eyes snap back to me, his brow furrowing. "Project Gemini?" He fishes a small notebook from his jacket pocket and scribbles the name.

      I swallow hard, aware of how dry my mouth is. "Why would I know anything about that?"

      "Hmm." Fielding closes the notebook with a thoughtful nod, like he's tucking away the information for later analysis. The car lapses into silence. Unspoken questions hang in the air between us, thick and heavy.

      Fielding takes out his phone and dials a number. The car's interior falls silent as he holds the phone to his ear. I strain to hear anything from the other end, but it's futile. Fielding's face remains impassive, a mask of professional detachment. He doesn't speak, grunts occasionally – "Mm-hmm. Understood. Yes."

      Fielding hangs up, slipping the phone back into his pocket. He's scrutinizing me, his gaze steady, as if waiting for me to break the silence first. I'm not sure I want to.

      I can't stand it any longer. "Where are you taking me?"

      He opens his mouth to say something, but nods toward my window instead. I look out and see we are already pulling up the drive to my house.

      I open the door and bolt from the SUV, my feet hitting the pavement before it fully stops.

      The familiar sight of our two-story craftsman looms before me, but something's off. Light spills from my broken bedroom window, shards of glass glittering on the lawn below. Uncle Joe's voice carries through the night air, sharp with anger.

      My feet move before my brain can catch up, pulling me toward the front door. Fielding calls my name, but it’s distant.

      I throw open the door and bolt up the stairs two at a time. The closer I get to my room, the louder the voices become.

      I freeze in the doorway to my bedroom. My room is a portrait of destruction. Drawers are yanked out and emptied. Clothes, books, and wires are scattered like debris after a storm. FBI agents in dark suits move through the wreckage, examining and cataloging.

      Uncle Joe stands in the center of it all, his face flushed with anger. "You can't just barge in here and tear everything apart! We have rights!"

      Cheryl is beside him, arms crossed, looking as rattled as Uncle Joe. When she spots me, her whole body deflates.

      "Maddie!" Cheryl rushes toward me, pulling me into a tight hug before I can react. Her body shakes against mine, and I stand there, letting her hold me as if her arms can shield me from everything that happened.

      “Maddie, thank God,” she whispers, her voice unsteady. She pulls back to look me over, brushing a hand through my hair like she needs to confirm I’m really there. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, blinking back the burn of tears that I refuse to let fall. Everything feels too sharp, too real. I don’t know what to do with any of it.

      Fielding strides into the room, his presence commanding. He doesn’t need to raise his voice to get Uncle Joe’s attention. Uncle Joe turns, still fuming, but Fielding cuts him off before he can say anything more.

      "Mr. Harris? I'm Special Agent Ken Fielding. I'm in charge of this operation."

      Uncle Joe's scowl deepens. "Operation? You mean terrorizing a teenage girl and destroying her bedroom?"

      Fielding holds up a placating hand. "I assure you, my team was not responsible for this. We're here to help."

      Joe glares at him, but the fire in his eyes dims a bit. Cheryl pulls me tighter against her, like she’s afraid I’ll slip away again if she lets go. Her body still shakes, and it makes everything hit harder—this isn’t just me spiraling. They’re scared too. They don’t know what’s happening any more than I do.

      I pull back from Cheryl's embrace, my gaze sweeping over the wreckage. The corkboard above my desk hangs askew, photos and sketches scattered. One photo is of Dad and me, his arm around my shoulders as we smiled at the camera. The image blurs as tears threaten.

      My eyes land on a splash of pastel on the floor by my bed.

      Hoot.

      I rush over and scoop up the worn plush owl. Her wings are frayed, one eye slightly loose, but she's whole. I clutch her to my chest, my fingers sinking into the familiar softness. For a moment, I'm five years old again, whispering secrets to her under the covers.

      "Sweetie," Cheryl's voice is gentle. "Why don't we camp downstairs tonight?"

      I nod, scanning the room, assessing. Blanket. Pillow. Laptop. The essentials.

      As I gather my things, frustration cuts through the numbness. I’m livid. How could they toss my life around like this? It's more than just stuff – it's all the pieces of me, laid bare and trampled.

      Cheryl rests a hand on my shoulder. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

      As we leave, I catch snippets of Fielding's conversation with Uncle Joe.

      "...training exercise gone wrong. We'll make this right, I promise."

      My steps falter. Training exercise? That's not what happened at all. The men who broke through my window and dragged me away weren't conducting any "exercise." They were deadly serious—and terrified of what I might know.

      I glance back at Fielding, studying his impassive face. He meets my gaze for a heartbeat, something unreadable flickering in his eyes before he gives me an almost imperceptible shake of his head. A warning to stay quiet.

      Fielding is lying to my family.

      I run a quick mental assessment: he rescued me from armed men, brought me home safely, and is now... what exactly? Protecting my family from the full truth? Or manipulating the situation for his own agenda?

      I should be outraged, but a cold calculation takes over instead. If he's hiding the truth from Cheryl and Uncle Joe, there must be a reason. The evidence points in multiple directions. He could have left me with those men. He didn't. But that doesn't mean his interests align with mine.

      Either way, I'm caught in the middle now—privy to a truth my family doesn't know. The burden of that knowledge settles on my shoulders. Do I play along with his lie to protect them, or do I tell them everything and risk... what exactly?

      For now, I'll keep his secret. But I'm starting a mental tally—truths versus lies. And Fielding just got his first mark in the wrong column.

      The questions swirl in my mind as Cheryl leads me downstairs, away from the wreckage of my room and the secrets it might hold.
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      6:40 AM. I haven't slept a wink.

      I'm sprawled across the living room couch, my spine twisted at an angle that guarantees I'll be walking like a question mark all day. Pillows and blankets have transformed the couch into a makeshift fortress—anything to avoid my bedroom, which feels more like a crime scene than a refuge.

      Uncle Joe snores softly from the armchair, his reading glasses still perched on his nose and yesterday's newspaper draped across his chest. He refused to leave my side all night, and the steady rhythm of his breathing is the only thing keeping me tethered to reality right now.

      My laptop sits on the coffee table. The blinking cursor taunts me, reminding me of the code I should be working on for StudyMaster. I'm developing a mobile app that automatically generates interactive study materials to help students prepare for tests and quizzes. I'm coding it as a ticket to freedom from greasy fast food and minimum wage, but right now it's a failed attempt to distract myself.

      Hoot sits on my lap, staring back at me with her unblinking gaze. I tighten my grip on her, seeking comfort in her familiar presence, but I can't find it. I can't relax. The replay button in my brain keeps jamming, stuck on an endless loop of breaking glass and reaching hands.

      Dad.

      Alive.

      The words don't compute.

      For five years, I mourned him, and now I find out he's alive and tangled in something beyond my grasp. Where has he been? What does he know about me? Is he proud of the person I've become?

      The memories of us sitting at the dining room table in our little apartment are so vivid. That table was Dad's makeshift office, where lines of code danced across his screen at all hours. I remember the warmth of his lap as I perched there, wide-eyed, absorbing every word as he walked me through his programs. I loved the way he smiled at me whenever I grasped a new concept quickly.

      "You have a knack for this, Mads," he would say, ruffling my hair. "Don't ever let anyone tell you otherwise."

      In the golden haze of memory, those late nights shine the brightest—the soft click of his keyboard, the glow of multiple monitors painting our faces blue, the smell of his coffee growing cold as he loses himself in elegant solutions to impossible problems. Dad's love for technology was infectious, seeping into my bones like a fever I never wanted to break.

      Now, after all these years, he's back. The prodigal father returns, detonating a bomb of confusion into the minefield of my life. Old wounds rip open, oozing questions and hurt.

      The little girl who sat on his lap, so eager to make him proud - she's gone. In her place is a stranger, angry and lost. I want to demand answers, to shove him away and pull him close all at once.

      But I can't.

      So I sit here, staring at lines of code, chasing a dream born at that table. StudyMaster is my chance to make something of myself on my own terms. To prove that I can do this without him.

      But even as I type, my thoughts drift back to Dad's strong hands guiding my tiny fingers across the keys. To the safety and certainty I felt in his presence.

      "Listen carefully, Mads," he had urged last night through the chaos. But helicopters drowned his words, the rotors devouring any truths he tried to tell me.

      I rub a finger on the band-aid on the back of my hand. What did he inject me with? I didn't tell those men about the needle, and I didn't tell Agent Fielding either. The only person who could tell me what was in that syringe was taken away last night.

      I hear pans banging in the kitchen. Cheryl, no doubt, is already in full breakfast mode. I want to tell Cheryl about Dad reappearing last night, but how could I? She never forgave Dad for abandoning me, even after we thought he died. How would she react to knowing he's alive?

      No, I should tell her.

      Fielding's business card sits on the coffee table.

      "Call if you need anything," Fielding said when he handed me the card.

      He seemed frustrated by how little he knew and the lie he had to tell. Uncle Joe and Cheryl had to sign documents not to disclose what happened and were promised compensation for any repairs and inconveniences caused.

      Right now, somewhere outside, are FBI agents, keeping watch over our house. The men who crashed into my room were from the government, right? So why is the government protecting me from itself? It doesn't make sense.

      I pick up the card, its edges already soft from my nervous handling. The FBI seal embossed in the corner catches the morning light filtering through the windows. The urge to call Fielding, to demand answers, is almost overwhelming, and my thumb hovers over the numbers on my phone.

      But what would I even say?

      Hey, Agent Fielding, funny story. I forgot to mention that my supposedly dead father showed up last night and injected me with mysterious substances. Sounds like a comic book, I know, but any idea what might have been in that syringe? Asking for a friend. That friend, being me. The one who's probably about to sprout extra limbs or develop superpowers.

      Yeah, that'd go over well.

      "Maddie?" Cheryl appears in the doorway carrying a plate of food. She sets the plate on the coffee table, her movements timid, unsure. "I wasn't sure if you wanted to eat here or in the kitchen," she says, her voice soft, almost a whisper.

      "Here is fine," I mumble, setting my phone down.

      "Did you get any sleep, sweetheart?"

      I clutch Hoot tighter and shake my head. How could I possibly sleep after last night?

      Cheryl crouches next to the couch, the floorboards creaking under her weight, and rests her warm hand on my arm. Her touch is gentle, careful, like I'm made of spun glass. "How are you doing?"

      I shrug, unable to find the words. My world has been turned upside down, and I don't know which way is up anymore.

      "It's okay if you don't want to talk about it," she says, but her smile is strained. She's trying so hard, but I can see the uncertainty in her eyes as she searches for the right words that will make everything okay.

      Cheryl has the same eyes as my mom's eyes. She has the same light brown hair, the same curve of her smile that my mom had. But there are differences too, like the lines of age and experience that Mom never had the chance to develop.

      I stare down at the band-aid on my hand, at the lingering sting from whatever my dad injected me with. What did he want me to hear? What secrets was he trying to share before the chaos swept him away? I have so many questions.

      I glance at Cheryl. The truth feels like a grenade in my hands. Pull the pin, and I'll shatter the fragile peace we've built over five years of shared grief and anger.

      "Maddie," Cheryl says softly, breaking me from my thoughts. "If you want, you can stay home today. We could hang out and do whatever you want. Or we could take a day trip somewhere, get away for a bit."

      I manage a small smile, grateful for her efforts. "Thanks, but... I think I want to go to school."

      Surprise flashes across her face.

      "Nothing here is helping," I explain. "But maybe being at school... I think that might help. You know, normal stuff, not a trauma-induced staycation."

      Cheryl nods, relief evident in the way her shoulders relax. "Of course, sweetie. Whatever you think is best."

      I know school won't fix anything, but it's an escape from here, where every corner holds an echo of last night's chaos. I need walls that don't know my secrets, halls that haven't witnessed my world crumbling. Maybe if I pretend hard enough, I can make myself believe that normalcy still exists somewhere.
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      When Cheryl drops me off at school, she tries one last time to help.

      "If it's too much, just call. I'll come get you right away."

      I nod and step out of the car, blending into the flow of students arriving at school. The familiarity of it all should be comforting, but it's like I'm walking into a funhouse mirror version of my life instead.

      "Hey, Harris!" A voice cuts through the chatter. "What's the deal with the helicopter at your house last night?"

      I freeze mid-step, my backpack suddenly weighing a thousand pounds. Heat rushes up my neck as every conversation around me appears to stop. How do they know? I don't recognize the kid who called out—some freshman with a smirk that makes me want to reprogram his face—so I keep walking, head down, shoulders hunched, willing myself to become invisible.

      It doesn't work. Apparently, my cloaking device is malfunctioning. Everywhere I walk, kids are staring at me. I catch snippets of conversations as I weave my way through students gawking at me, refusing to move out of my way.

      "Maybe it was a drug bust," another voice chimes in, laughter rippling through the nearby crowd. "What do her parents do?"

      I roll my eyes. Right, because every teenager with a helicopter landing on their house is obviously running an international drug cartel. Move over, Pablo Escobar. Maddie Harris is the new kingpin of suburban Wisconsin, dealing in contraband energy drinks and bootleg manga.

      "They're not her parents. Her real parents are locked away in prison."

      Laughter follows, and my fists clench at my sides. I grit my teeth, pushing down the anger bubbling inside. Ignoring them is the best option, but it's hard.

      This was a mistake. I thought school would be an escape, but the winds of chaos followed me here instead.

      A growl builds in my chest, a mixture of frustration and helplessness that threatens to burst out. My hands clench into fists at my sides, nails digging crescents into my palms. I need my anchor, the one person who can keep me from completely losing it in this hallway full of amateur detectives and gossip vultures.

      Emma. I need to find Emma before I do something stupid.

      I pick up my pace through the crowded hallways until I finally spot Emma at her locker, her light brown hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. Relief floods through me as I make my way over.

      Emma looks up, her blue eyes widening in surprise. "Maddie! You're here!"

      I force a smile that feels brittle on my face. "Yeah, it's been... a morning."

      She glances around, then leans in, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Are the rumors true? About the helicopter at your house?"

      I hesitate. How do I even begin to explain? I must not be hiding my emotions well because Emma pulls me into a hug, and I cling to her.

      "Come on," she whispers, tugging me away from the crowded hallway.

      She leads me to our secret spot behind the stage in the gymnasium, where dusty curtains create a cave-like sanctuary. The noise of the school fades away, replaced by the comforting quiet of our little hideaway. The air smells like old wood and forgotten school plays, but it's ours.

      Emma rummages through her backpack, producing a slightly squashed granola bar. "Here. You look like you could use this."

      I take it, suddenly aware of how little I've eaten. As good as Cheryl's pancakes are, I couldn't bring myself to eat this morning. "Thanks."

      I sit on the floor, and the familiar setting helps me relax a bit. Emma watches me with concern while I pick at the snack bar, trying to find the right words.

      "There was a helicopter," I confirm. "And soldiers... they came crashing through my window, into my room. They took me away."

      Emma's jaw drops so fast I hear it click, and her eyes go wide with horror. "Oh my God, Mad. What happened? Are you okay? Did they hurt you?"

      I hesitate, the full truth burning on my tongue. Dad. The injection. Project Gemini. Six days. But I haven't told anyone about my Dad yet, and I can't bring myself to do it now, not even to Emma. Instead, I tell her about the car ride and the old office lobby. "An FBI agent showed up and took me home. Said it was all some training exercise gone wrong."

      The lie—or, at least, the partial truth—tastes bitter. But I can't dump everything on Emma, not when I barely understand it myself.

      "That's insane," Emma breathes. "A training exercise? For real?"

      I shrug, picking at the granola bar. "That's what they're saying."

      Emma studies my face, and I know she can tell there's more. But she doesn't push, and I'm grateful for that.

      Movement catches my eye as a man steps into view at the edge of our hideout. I groan. It's one of two FBI agents assigned to keep an eye on me at school. He's wearing jeans and a polo shirt, trying to blend in, but his ramrod posture and the way his eyes constantly scan the room scream "federal agent" louder than a neon sign.

      Emma follows my gaze. "Maddie, who's that?"

      I swallow hard, forcing myself to keep my voice steady. "It's okay, he's from the FBI. Here to keep an eye on me while they investigate things."

      The agent nods curtly in our direction before stepping back out of view.

      Emma's jaw drops. "You have an FBI bodyguard?"

      Fielding had explained it to Cheryl and Uncle Joe as a "routine security precaution." He'd carefully balanced reassurance with just enough concern to justify the agents' presence.

      "Whenever civilians encounter our tactical teams, even by accident, we implement a short observation period," he'd explained. "It's mostly paperwork and liability protection, but it also ensures that anyone who might have been monitoring the operation doesn't misinterpret your niece's involvement as something it wasn't."

      To me, his explanation had been more direct: "We need to ensure there are no further... incidents while we complete our investigation."

      The way his eyes had hardened when he said it told me all I needed to know. Whatever Project Gemini was, whoever those men were, Fielding thought they might come back. The agents weren't just watching me—they were watching for them.

      "There are two of them here," I tell Emma, picking at a fingernail. "It's just a precaution. Standard procedure kind of stuff. You know, like fire drills or cafeteria mystery meat. Except with more guns and less nutritional value."

      Emma reaches out and squeezes my hand, her touch grounding me. "I'm so sorry, Maddie. Whatever you need, I'm here for you. You know that, right?"

      The FBI agents' presence, meant to protect me, has only painted a bigger target on my back. Whispers trail in my wake, snippets of wild speculation about my family's supposed drug cartel. I try tuning them out as I head to my first hour history class.

      Mr. Sanders drones on about the French Revolution, his words bouncing around my head like they're lost in a cave. I fix my eyes on my history book, but the text swims before me, a jumble of lines that refuse to make sense. It’s like my brain has stopped processing information. I’ve been on the same page for… what? Five minutes? Maybe longer. I rub my temple, trying to shake off the fog, but it clings to me like static.

      It's the same in my next class. Math should be my safe haven; numbers and equations are my native language. Not today. The formulas on the board twist and writhe, refusing to make sense.

      "Maddie? Maddie Harris?"

      I snap back to reality, suddenly aware of the silence in the room. Every eye is on me, including Ms. Krueger's. Her brow furrows with concern, and I realize she must have called my name multiple times. Heat creeps up my neck.

      "I... sorry, what was the question?"

      Ms. Krueger's sympathetic smile only twists the knife of embarrassment deeper. "Never mind, Maddie. Why don't we have Sarah take this one?"

      I shrink in my seat, wishing I could dissolve into the linoleum floor.

      The cafeteria is even worse. It’s like walking onto a stage. Every eye seems to follow me as I move across the room. It's suffocating, this unwanted attention. I freeze, overwhelmed by the sea of faces. I'm stuck, I can't move.

      A hand grasps my arm, and I flinch before realizing it's Emma. She guides me through the sea of stares to our usual table. Noah and Sophie are already there, offering sympathetic smiles that do nothing to ease the knot in my stomach.

      One of the FBI agents tries to sit at our table, and Emma doesn’t miss a beat.

      "Sorry," she says, her tone leaving no room for argument. "This table's booked. No spies allowed."

      The agent hesitates, then retreats to the periphery of the room. I shoot Emma a grateful look as I sit down. She shrugs, smiling like it’s no big deal.

      I poke at my food, my appetite nonexistent. I feel the full force of a hundred whispered conversations around me. Emma nudges my shoulder.

      "Hey," she says, her voice low. "Ignore them. They're just bored kids looking for drama. Trust me, it’ll blow over.”

      I nod, but the knot in my chest doesn’t loosen. It’s hard to believe that when it feels like everyone’s watching my every move.

      She nods towards a nearby table of jocks, then affects a comically deep voice. "Bro, that Maddie girl is, like, totally radical. But not as rad as slam dunks, am I right?"

      I can't help but snort. Emma grins and nods to a cluster of popular girls.

      "Oh. Em. Gee," she trills, twirling an imaginary strand of hair. "Who knew Maddie was so rich? She has her own helicopter and private security. I wish I was more like her."

      The exaggerated voices she uses make me laugh, a real laugh, for the first time all day. Emma's reframing of the situation, turning their gossip into something absurd, gives me a foothold on this surreal day.

      Emma flashes me a grin and a wink. "See? You're a legend now."

      I nod, but my thoughts are already spiraling back to last night—the helicopter, the men crashing through my window. My dad. How am I supposed to believe life will ever be ordinary again? Staying at home today would have driven me insane, but school's hardly been the distraction I was banking on.

      When the final bell rings, the sound barely registers. The day has been like a fever dream. My brain's been on a nonstop roller coaster of worry and bewilderment. If this is what being a celebrity is like, I'd like to return my VIP pass to Crazytown, please.

      Emma and I weave through the thinning crowd, our footsteps in sync as we head to Mr. Collins' classroom for our after-school Tech Club meeting. I keep my head down, avoiding eye contact with anyone passing by.

      As we approach the classroom, I hear voices already inside. Noah and Sophie are already seated at their usual spots, huddled around a laptops. Mr. Collins stands at his desk, scribbling something on a notepad. His head snaps up when we enter, and for a split second, I freeze, brace myself for a barrage of questions.

      But Mr. Collins’s gaze passes right over me and lands on the two FBI agents who have followed me in. He raises an eyebrow and strides toward the door.

      "Gentlemen," Mr. Collins says, his voice firm but not unkind, "I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to wait outside. Tech Club members only, I'm afraid."

      The agents exchange a look—some silent federal communication that probably means, "Should we arrest the teacher?" But Mr. Collins stands his ground, arms crossed. After a tense moment that stretches like a rubber band, they nod and step back into the hallway. Mr. Collins closes the door with a soft click that sounds like the most beautiful sound in the world—freedom.

      He turns back to us, his eyes meeting mine. There's understanding there, maybe even a hint of protectiveness. He's familiar with my past, he knows that life hasn't been fair to me, but he doesn't dwell on it.

      Instead, he claps his hands together, the sound jolting us all to attention. "Alright, team! We've got work to do. Ten days until the competition, and we've still got a few bugs to squash."

      Just like that, the tension shatters. Noah dives back into his code, Sophie is testing a recalibrated controller and Emma, ever the organizer, is already on her hands and knees, meticulously taping out a layout on the floor that mimics the setup of the upcoming competition.

      We are preparing for the Great Lakes Regional Robotics Challenge in Chicago. We have signed up for the Speed Circuit event, which requires our robot to precisely navigate a course, picking up a small object, and delivering it to a target drop zone. The fastest time wins. This isn't only a competition; it's our chance to prove ourselves against schools with ten times our budget.

      For the first time since last night, my shoulders drop, tension draining like water. A warmth spreads through my chest. It's like coming up for air after being underwater for too long. I can breathe again.

      This is my world. Circuits and code, problems with clear solutions. Here, I'm not the girl with the mysterious past or the FBI shadows. I'm simply Maddie, the tech whiz with a knack for troubleshooting. Who needs therapy when you have a soldering iron and a bug to fix?

      The outside world with all its complications can wait. Right here, right now, I'm home.
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      Six days and ten hours left.

      After Tech Club, Emma and I walk to the Fort Atkinson Public Library, our sneakers crunching against sidewalk salt left over from last week's snow.

      The countdown ticks in my head like malware I can't delete—a background process consuming mental resources. Six days, ten hours until whatever the interrogator warned about. I've been calculating it obsessively, like some deranged human timer.

      The two FBI agents trail behind us on opposite sides of the street—a bizarre security detail I never asked for and definitely don't want. Or do I? Will they still be around in six days?

      One adjusts his earpiece every thirty seconds like clockwork, the gesture so mechanical I could set my watch by it. The other keeps scanning rooftops, as if we're dodging snipers, instead of navigating small-town Wisconsin, where the biggest threat is usually Mrs. Peterson's aggressive snow removal.

      I scan our surroundings, my brain automatically cataloging anomalies like I'm debugging suspicious code. A sedan parked down the street with two men inside—variables that don't belong in this equation. The engine isn't running, but their breath fogs the windows. My stomach knots as I analyze their posture, the angle of their heads, the way the driver's shoulders hunch forward. Probability assessment: 68% chance they're the same ones who burst into my room last night. 100% chance I'm losing my mind either way.

      "You okay?" Emma asks, her voice breaking through my threat-detection algorithm.

      "Yeah, just—" I gesture vaguely at nothing. How do you explain that your brain has turned every stranger into a potential kidnapper? That ordinary streets now feel like minefields? "—tired."

      The library's brick facade and large windows come into view, and I relax a bit. The library is our refuge—a perfect hideout because no one from Rock River ever comes here after school. I need this time with Emma before Uncle Joe swings by and picks me up when he finishes work. The thought of going home makes my skin crawl.

      As we pass the librarian's desk, Ms. Harper calls out, "Maddie, could you come here for a moment?"

      Emma pauses and shoots me a curious look, but I wave for her to keep moving to our spot. I approach the desk, my curiosity is piqued. Ms. Harper looks tense, her fingers tapping nervously on the counter.

      "What's up?" I ask, trying to sound casual.

      She gives me a small smile, then opens her desk drawer with a wooden scrape that feels too loud in the quiet library. Her fingers close around a small package that fills the drawer.

      "When I opened the book drop this morning, this was among the returned books. It has a note with your name on it."

      The package is heavier than expected, wrapped in brown paper that crinkles under my fingers and tied with rough twine that scratches my palm. Written on the paper in a blue ballpoint pen is a note:

      "Please hand deliver this to Maddie Harris."

      The handwriting tugs at my memory like a song I can't quite recall—familiar but frustratingly out of reach.

      Ms. Harper watches me, clearly hoping for an explanation. After a moment, she forces a laugh. "Well, it's not the first time someone's dropped their mail in by mistake."

      I nod, mustering a smile I don't feel. "Right. Thanks."

      The door opens, and one of the FBI agents enters, his gaze sweeping the room in that methodical way that screams federal training.

      I slide the package against my hip, the paper crinkling softly as I shield it from his view, and walk deeper into the library. Nothing to see here, FBI man, just your average teenage girl with a mysterious package that's definitely not going to upend my entire existence or anything. Totally normal.
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