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  System Breach

  
  







Three monitors. Four lines of code.

Kennedy’s hands moved faster across the keyboard. Her eyes tracked the patterns she’d seen a dozen times before—except now they meant something different.

The ghost signature sat there in the firewall logs, mocking her. She’d built this system. Designed every protocol. Midwest Medical Collective’s security was supposed to be airtight.

Someone had walked through it like an open door.

She pulled up the timeline again. 7:14 p.m. Initial breach. 7:17 p.m. Database access. 7:21 p.m. Data extraction. 7:21 p.m. Ghost signature. Gone.

Her phone lit up. Simone.

“Tell me you’re not still at the office.”

Kennedy kept typing. “Someone hit Midwest Medical. Got their patient billing database.”

The silence stretched too long.

“How bad?”

“Five hundred families. Names, addresses, credit cards, insurance numbers. Everything.”

“Jesus. That’s—Kennedy, that’s devastating. They’ll sue us.”

“They trusted us to protect them.” The words came out mechanical. Kennedy opened her client contact list, pulled up the template she’d hoped she’d never need. “I have to tell them.”

“At midnight? Kennedy, wait until morning. Talk to legal first, we need to—”

“I’m not hiding this, Simone.” Kennedy’s finger hovered over Dr. Masterson’s number. “I’m calling her now.”

She disconnected before Simone could argue.

Dr. Lisa Masterson answered on the third ring. “Kennedy? It’s after eleven.”

“I know.” Kennedy’s throat felt tight. “Lisa, I need to tell you something.”

The conversation lasted twelve minutes. Dr. Masterson didn’t yell. Didn’t scream. That would have been easier. Instead, her voice got quieter with each question. Smaller. Like she was physically shrinking under the weight of what this meant for her clinic.

“Those families,” Dr. Masterson said finally. “They already can’t afford their medications. Now someone has their credit cards? Their social security numbers?”

“We’ll pay for identity protection services. Credit monitoring. Whatever they need.”

“They needed us to keep them safe.” A pause. “I built this clinic for them, Kennedy. For people who have nothing. And now we’ve given someone everything.”

Kennedy closed her eyes. “I know.”

After Dr. Masterson hung up, Kennedy sat in the dark. The office felt too big. Too empty. The monitors glowed blue against her face.

She went back to the logs.

Pulled up the first breach. Three weeks ago. Small accounting firm in Glenville. Black-owned, fifteen employees. Clean extraction of client tax records.

Second breach. Two weeks ago. Community development corporation in Hough. Grant applications. Donor lists. Business plans.

Third breach. Tonight. Midwest Medical Collective.

Kennedy opened a new window. Mapped the attack patterns side by side. Different entry points. Different vulnerabilities. Different systems.

Same signature buried in the code.

Her heart rate spiked. She’d seen this before—months ago, a conference presentation on coordinated attacks. Someone targeting a specific demographic. Testing defenses. Building a profile.

She pulled up the server logs. Started tracing the masked IP addresses. Layer by layer. Proxy by proxy.

At 2 a.m., she found it.

All three breaches—routed through the same server. Same digital fingerprint. Same source code structure buried beneath different attack vectors.

This wasn’t opportunistic. Someone was hunting her clients. Systematically.

Her phone buzzed against the desk.

Unknown number. Text message.

“You should have stayed in your lane. 30 days.”

Kennedy stared at the screen. Hit callback.

Disconnected number.

Her security app pinged. Motion detected—HOME.

She pulled up her apartment cameras on her phone. Living room feed. Bedroom feed. Front door. Kitchen.

All black.

Not offline. Not disabled. The feeds were active. Recording. But the screens showed nothing except darkness.

Someone had painted over her cameras.

Kennedy pushed away from her desk. She grabbed her keys, her phone, her laptop. Shut down her monitors. The office plunged into darkness.

Her hands shook as she locked the door. The parking garage elevator took forever. Each floor number lit up too slowly.

The garage was empty. Her car sat alone under the fluorescent lights. Kennedy scanned the space. Checked the back seat before getting in. Locked the doors immediately.

She pulled up her security app again. The camera feeds were still black.

Whoever did this wanted her to know. Wanted her to see. Wanted her scared.

Kennedy started the engine. Pulled out of the garage. The streets were empty this time of night. East 9th Street to Chester. Chester to Euclid.

Her apartment building rose ahead. Lights on in scattered windows. Her floor looked normal from the street.

She parked and watched the building for ten minutes. Nothing moved. Nobody entered or left.

Kennedy killed the engine.

Got out. Locked the car. The click echoed in the empty street.

Her building was half a block away. Too far. Too exposed.

She walked fast. Keys already in her hand. Sharp end out.

The lobby door required a fob. She scanned it. The lock clicked green.

Empty lobby. Polished floor reflecting fluorescent light. Elevator doors closed.

She took the stairs.

Five flights. Her footsteps too loud on concrete. Each landing identical. Each door locked.

Fourth floor. Fifth floor. Her floor.

Kennedy paused at the stairwell door. Looked through the small window.

Empty hallway. Dim lighting. Her apartment door visible at the far end.

Closed. Normal. Untouched.

She pushed through.

Walked the hallway. Thirty feet felt like thirty miles.

Her door. 5G. Brass numbers slightly tarnished.

No marks on the lock. No scratches. No signs of forced entry.

Kennedy pressed her ear against the wood.

Silence.

She reached to unlock the door. Two deadbolts. The chain.




* * *




Her hand steadied on the second attempt. The key slid home. The first deadbolt clicked open. Then the next. She pushed the door open six inches.

Darkness inside.

She reached around the frame. Found the light switch.

Flipped it.

Everything looked normal. Track lighting dimmed to the level she preferred when she left in the morning. TV remote on the coffee table, angled the same way. Kitchen counter clear except for her French press, still rinsed from yesterday’s coffee.

The security panel by the door glowed green. Armed when she left. No alerts. No breaches logged.

But the cameras on her phone still showed black.

Kennedy set her keys in her pocket slowly. Listened. The refrigerator hummed. The building’s ventilation system whispered through the ceiling vents. Traffic noise filtered up from Euclid Avenue, muted and distant.

She moved through the living room. Nothing disturbed. Her throw blanket still draped over the armchair where she’d left it Sunday night. The stack of industry journals on the side table sat untouched, her bookmark visible in the top issue.

Bedroom next. Bed made—she always made it, even when rushing. Closet door half-open, the way she left it. Dresser drawers closed. Her jewelry box on top, undisturbed.

Kennedy checked the bathroom. Toothbrush in the holder. Towels folded on the rack. Medicine cabinet organized the way she liked it.

Paranoid. She was being paranoid.

Then she saw it.

Her backup laptop sat on the desk in the corner of her bedroom. Right where she’d left it. Screen closed. Power cord attached.

But the cable was on the wrong side.

She always plugged in on the left. Always. The outlet was closer. The cord didn’t stretch across her workspace.

Now it snaked across to the right side. Still connected. Still charging.

But wrong.

Kennedy’s breath caught. She stepped back. Didn’t touch it.

Her phone was already in her hand. She opened her network monitor app—the one she’d built herself, the one that tracked things the standard apps missed.

Home system showed normal. Router activity consistent with her IoT devices. Nothing suspicious.

She dug deeper. Into the logs most people didn’t know existed. The ones that recorded every handshake, every connection attempt, every device that pinged her network.

Three days ago. Tuesday night at 11:47 p.m.

Unknown device. Connected for six minutes. Accessed her backup drive. Then disconnected.

Kennedy’s skin went cold.

They’d been inside her network for seventy-two hours.

Her cameras weren’t painted over. They were looped. Old footage cycling while someone moved through her apartment. Touched her things. Moved her laptop.

Watched her.

She spun toward the bathroom. Scanned the ceiling vent. There—tiny lens, barely visible behind the grate. Still recording. The red LED smaller than a pinhead.

Kennedy grabbed her desk chair. Stood on it. Ripped the vent cover off. The camera came away in her hand, trailing a wireless transmitter the size of a quarter.

Bedroom next. She checked every surface. Every angle. Behind the dresser mirror—another one. Pointed at her bed.

Her hands shook as she tore it loose. The mirror cracked. She didn’t care.

Living room. One behind the bookshelf. Kitchen. One above the refrigerator.

They’d been watching her. For days. While she slept. Changed clothes. Lived her life.

Kennedy threw them all in the kitchen sink. Grabbed the hammer from her junk drawer. Smashed them one by one until nothing remained but plastic shards-+ and broken circuit boards.

She braced against the counter. Tried to breathe. Her apartment felt wrong now. Contaminated. Every surface a place someone had touched. Every room a space where she’d been watched.

The go-bag was in the back of her closet. She’d packed it two years ago, after Walt. After learning that people you trusted could make your life turn to shit if you weren’t prepared to run.

Laptop. External hard drives. USB with encrypted backups. Cash. Spare phone. Change of clothes.

Her phone buzzed in her hand.

Unknown number.

“We see you, Kennedy. Stop looking or it gets worse.”

She stared at the screen. At her smashed cameras in the sink. At her violated space.

Typed back: “Who is this?”

The message showed delivered. Read.

No response.

Kennedy sat on her couch. Go-bag at her feet. The apartment was too quiet now. The normal sounds—refrigerator, ventilation, traffic—felt threatening. Like they were covering something else. Someone else.

She couldn’t stay here tonight. Couldn’t sleep in a bed someone had watched her sleep in. Couldn’t shower in a bathroom they’d monitored.

Her phone opened to a hotel booking app. She searched downtown. Found something on Prospect. Corporate place. Good security. Available tonight.

Booked it.

After that, she didn’t waste time. Grabbed her toiletries. Another change of clothes. Another backup laptop from the safe in her closet. The external drive with her client data, encrypted six ways.

She did one final sweep. Made sure nothing critical was left behind.

Locked the door behind her.

The parking garage felt different now. Darker. She checked the back seat before getting in. Locked the doors immediately. Started the engine and pulled out fast.

Euclid Avenue was empty this time of night. A few cars scattered at red lights. Late shift workers heading home. Delivery trucks making rounds.

Kennedy took East 9th toward the hotel. Checked her mirrors. A sedan three cars back. Dark color. Couldn’t tell the make.

She turned on Prospect. The sedan turned too.

Could be coincidence. Downtown was small. People took the same routes.

The hotel appeared on her right. She pulled into the parking garage. The sedan drove past.

Kennedy exhaled. Paranoid. She was being paranoid.

She grabbed her go-bag. Headed for the elevator. The garage was well-lit. Cameras visible in every corner. Security desk in the lobby.

Safe. This was safe.

The elevator doors closed. Kennedy leaned against the wall. Let herself shake.

The hotel room smelled like industrial cleaner and stale air conditioning. Kennedy dropped her go-bag on the desk. Checked the locks. Deadbolt, security latch, both engaged.

She moved through the space the way she’d searched her apartment. Bathroom first—shower stall empty, no cameras in the ceiling vent. Closet next, nothing but extra pillows and a spare blanket. She checked behind the TV, under the desk, inside the lampshades.

Clean.

Kennedy sat on the bed. Her hands had stopped shaking but her chest still felt tight. The adrenaline was fading, leaving exhaustion in its wake.

She should sleep. It was past three. She had the Midwest Medical crisis to manage in the morning. Dr. Masterson would be calling. Maybe lawyers.

Instead she walked to the window. Pulled back the curtain.

Cleveland spread beyond her window. Terminal Tower lit against the night sky. The lake invisible beyond it, just darkness where the city lights ended.

Somewhere out there, someone was watching her clients fall apart. Watching her fail to protect them.

Thirty days, the message had said.

Thirty days until what?

Outside in the street, the dark sedan circled the block. Parked across from the hotel entrance. Engine running. Lights off.

Waiting.




* * *




Kennedy unlocked the office door at six a.m., before the building’s fluorescent lights had fully warmed to their usual harsh white. The familiar click echoed in the empty hallway. Her hand shook slightly as she pushed inside.

The office looked the same as when she’d left it hours ago. Three monitors dark on her desk. Client files still scattered across the conference table. Coffee mug half-full, cold now, lipstick mark on the rim.

Normal. Everything looked normal.

Except nothing was normal anymore.

Kennedy dropped her bag by the door—the same go-bag from the hotel, everything she owned compressed into one emergency kit. She’d checked out at dawn, couldn’t justify another night’s charge on her maxed credit card. Besides, the hotel bathroom’s door lock had felt too flimsy. The windows too accessible. The hallway too long.

She pulled out her laptop. Booted it up. Spread the breach analysis across all three monitors.

Midwest Medical Collective. The accounting firm in Glenville. The community development corporation in Hough.

Three clients. Three breaches. Same signature buried in the code.

Someone was hunting her clients.

The office door opened behind her.

Kennedy spun, hand going to her bag where she’d stashed pepper spray after the apartment invasion.

Simone stopped short, coffee carrier in one hand, bag in the other. “Jesus, Kennedy. Did you sleep here?”

“Didn’t sleep.” Kennedy turned back to her screens, forced her breathing to steady. “Come look at this.”

Simone set down the coffee. Moved around the desk to study Kennedy’s analysis. Her silence stretched too long.

“These three data breaches are connected,” Kennedy said. She pulled up the pattern overlay. “Same attacker, different entry points. They’re testing our security across multiple clients.”

“Why would someone do that?”

“I don’t know yet. But there’s more.”

Kennedy opened a new window. The research she’d compiled while the hotel room walls had pressed in too close, while every footstep in the hallway had sounded like a threat.

“Remember Velocity Tech Solutions? They dropped us last month, said they were going with a bigger firm.”

“Yeah.” Simone’s voice was careful. “Lost us twenty thousand a year.”

“They were breached two weeks after switching. Lost their entire customer database. Company folded.”

Kennedy pulled up another file. “Henderson Digital Consulting. Dropped us in August. Breached in September. Out of business by October.”

Simone’s face went pale in the monitor light. “You think someone’s targeting our clients?”

“I think someone’s targeting businesses we protect. Or were supposed to protect.”

Kennedy pulled up a map of Cleveland. Marked each affected business with a red pin. Midwest Medical in the center. The accounting firm to the east. Henderson Digital to the west. Velocity Tech to the south.

“All minority-owned,” Kennedy said. “All small operations. "

“Kennedy.” Simone’s tone shifted, took on that careful quality Kennedy had heard from everyone who thought she was being ridiculous. “Are you sure you’re not seeing patterns that aren’t there? You’ve been under a lot of stress—”

“My apartment was bugged. Someone’s been watching me for three days.”

Simone went very still. Set down her coffee. “What?”

Kennedy told her. The cameras in the bathroom vent, behind the bedroom mirror, above the kitchen. The laptop moved an inch. The network breach that had persisted for seventy-two hours. The surveillance she’d lived under while sleeping, changing, existing in what she’d thought was her safe space.

When she finished, Simone sat down heavily in the conference room chair. “We need to call the police.”

“And tell them what?” Kennedy’s hands moved across the keyboard, pulling up the anonymous texts. “Someone hacked my security system and I can’t prove who? That I received anonymous texts I can’t trace? That my clients are being attacked and I think it’s connected but I have no evidence?”

“Kennedy—”

“They’ll say I’m paranoid. That I’m imagining things because of what happened with Walt.”

She didn’t need to elaborate. Simone knew. Everyone knew. Kennedy’s ex-boyfriend had stolen her code two years ago, gaslit her about it for months while colleagues called her suspicious, possessive, unable to let go. Until the proof surfaced and Walt had already profited, already moved on, already destroyed her credibility.

Simone didn’t argue because they both knew it was true.

“Then what do we do?” Simone asked quietly.

Kennedy looked at the TechCLE conference registration on her desk. The badge she’d printed last week, back when her biggest concern was nailing the Sentinel presentation.

Two days away.

“We go to TechCLE. We present Sentinel. We warn everyone in the Cleveland tech community that someone is systematically attacking minority-owned businesses.” Kennedy met Simone’s eyes. “And we find out who’s behind this before the thirty days are up.”

Simone picked up the conference badge. Read the schedule printed on the back. Her expression changed.

“Isaiah Binutu is keynoting. You know his company, right? Guardian software launch?”

Kennedy knew. Everyone in tech knew Isaiah Binutu. Charismatic, brilliant, always had investors eating out of his hand while the rest of them scraped for funding.

“What about him?”

“Nothing. Just—he’s launching security software too. Direct competitor to Sentinel.” Simone set down the badge. “Weird timing.”

Kennedy looked at Isaiah’s name on the conference schedule. Felt something cold settle in her stomach.

She thought about the pattern. The systematic targeting. The thirty-day countdown. The professional precision of the attacks.

This wasn’t some random hacker. This was coordinated. Funded. Someone with resources and reach.

Someone in the Cleveland tech community.

“Yeah,” Kennedy said. “Weird timing.”
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Isaiah Binutu arrived at his office at 6:30 a.m. to find his CTO already there. Sandra sat at the conference table, laptop open, three empty coffee cups scattered beside her keyboard.

That was never good.

“Tell me we’re ready for TechCLE,” he said, setting down his own coffee.

Sandra didn’t look up from her screen. “We have a problem.”

Isaiah’s stomach dropped. Guardian launched in three days. They didn’t have time for problems. The investors were already breathing down his neck, Marcus was handling last-minute press coordination, and the demo had to be perfect.

“What kind of problem?”

Sandra turned her laptop around. Showed him an email.




From: anonymous.ghost.0x7F@protonmail.com 

Subject: Guardian is stolen code 

Received: 11:47 p.m. last night

Body: Your Guardian software contains code stolen from Sentinel Security Platform, currently in development by Kennedy Wyatt’s SecureFlow. Attached are code samples from Sentinel (dated six months ago) that match Guardian’s proprietary algorithms exactly. Cancel your TechCLE presentation or this evidence goes public. You have 48 hours.

Attachments: [7 files]




Isaiah read it twice. His mind rejected the words even as his eyes processed them.

“This is bullshit. We built Guardian from scratch. Every line of code was—”

“Open the attachments.”

Isaiah clicked the first file. SENTINEL_core_security_v2.3.py

The code filled the screen. He recognized it immediately.

Guardian’s authentication protocol. Line for line. Function names identical. Variable declarations matching exactly. Even the comments were the same—the ones he’d written himself during late-night sessions, the shorthand notes only his team would understand.

But the file metadata showed a creation date six months ago. Three months before Guardian had implemented this exact code.

“That’s impossible.” Isaiah opened the second file. More Guardian code. More backdated timestamps. The pattern-matching algorithm they’d spent eight months perfecting. The response protocol that made Guardian’s threat detection faster than anything else on the market.

All of it labeled as Sentinel. All of it dated months before Guardian’s development.

“Sandra, this is our code. I wrote half of these functions myself.”

“I know.” Sandra’s voice was flat. Professional. “That’s the problem.”

Isaiah opened all seven files. Each one contained Guardian’s proprietary code, labeled as Sentinel, timestamped months before Guardian’s development timeline.

His hands steadied on the laptop edge. Forced himself to think like a CEO, not a developer whose work had just been called into question.

“Someone stole our code and backdated it to frame us,” he said.

“Or—” Sandra paused. Met his eyes. “Or someone stole from Kennedy Wyatt six months ago and fed it to us without our knowledge, making us look like the thieves.”

Isaiah sat down slowly. Let the implications spread through his mind like ice water.

If Kennedy Wyatt presented Sentinel at TechCLE and showed this code, Guardian would be dead on arrival. The investors would pull out—they were already nervous about the competitive landscape. Clients would sue for using stolen technology. His company would be destroyed before the product ever launched.

And he had no way to prove Guardian’s code was developed independently. No way to demonstrate that those timestamps were fabricated. The burden of proof would fall on him, and right now, the evidence made him look guilty.

“Where did our implementation come from?” Isaiah asked. He pulled the laptop closer, started navigating through Guardian’s repository. “This authentication protocol—where did we source it?”

Sandra already had the answer pulled up. “Our team built it based on open-source frameworks. Standard industry protocols. Nothing proprietary. Marcus committed the initial framework four months ago.” She showed him the commit history. “Source listed as a GitHub repository for an open-source security library.”

Isaiah clicked the link. The GitHub repository loaded. The code was there—the exact authentication framework Guardian used. Public. Available. Legitimate.

Except.

He checked the repository’s creation date. His blood ran cold.




Repository created: Four months ago 

Last updated: Four months ago 

Contributors: One anonymous account, now deleted




“Someone created a fake open-source repository,” Isaiah said slowly. The pieces assembled in his mind with terrible clarity. “Posted Kennedy Wyatt’s stolen code. Waited for developers to find it and use it. Then deleted their account.”

“Framing whoever incorporated the code,” Sandra finished. “Which means this isn’t about you specifically. This is about creating chaos.”

“Or about making sure Kennedy Wyatt and I destroy each other at TechCLE instead of—” Isaiah stopped. Instead of what? What did they both threaten that required this level of manipulation?

His phone buzzed against the table. Personal email. Another anonymous sender.




Subject: Drop Guardian

Body: Cancel your TechCLE presentation. Withdraw Guardian from launch. Or everyone learns what you really are.

Your partnership with Victor Okafor. The real reason it ended. Your family’s immigration status. Your first company’s financial irregularities.

The code theft is just the beginning.

You have 30 days to comply.




Isaiah read it twice. Felt the old fear grip his chest—the one that lived in the space between the person he’d become and the person he’d been.

Victor. His former business partner. The man who’d nearly destroyed him ten years ago, who’d taught him that trust was a weapon people used against you.

His family. The immigration process that hadn’t been entirely clean, that Douglas Hartwell had helped smooth over with connections and influence Isaiah hadn’t questioned at the time.

That first company. The corners they’d cut. The rules they’d bent. The things Isaiah had spent a decade trying to forget, trying to prove he’d moved past.

“Isaiah?” Sandra was watching him. “What is it?”

“Forward me the anonymous email about the code theft,” he said. His voice sounded distant to his own ears. “I need to see something.”

She did. He compared the two emails side by side.

Different addresses. Different sending servers. Different encryption methods.

But the same phrasing. The same tone. The same number: 30 days.

“Someone’s targeting both of us,” Isaiah said. “Kennedy Wyatt and me.”

“Why?”

Isaiah looked at Sandra. At his office. At the company he’d built from nothing, the success that was supposed to prove he’d transcended his past.

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.” He stood, grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair. “Get me everything we have on Kennedy Wyatt’s company. Client list, technology stack, recent projects. Everything.”

“Isaiah, if we’re seen researching a competitor right before you’re both accused of code theft—”

“I’m not stealing anything. I’m understanding why someone wants us to be enemies.” Isaiah headed for the door. “And I’m going to TechCLE. If someone wants to accuse me of theft in public, they can do it to my face.”

Sandra didn’t move. “What if she accuses you first?”

Isaiah paused in the doorway. Thought about Kennedy Wyatt—a name he’d heard at industry events, a competitor he’d never met, someone who was apparently about to become his worst enemy.

“Then I’ll deal with it,” he said. “But I’m not running. Not from this.”

He left before Sandra could argue. The elevator ride down felt too long. His mind already racing ahead to TechCLE, to the confrontation he could feel coming like storm pressure.

Someone was manipulating them. Setting them against each other.

And Isaiah was walking straight into the trap with his eyes open, because the alternative was letting fear control him again.

He’d spent ten years proving he was more than his past mistakes. More than Victor’s betrayal. More than the corners he’d cut to survive. He wasn’t about to let an anonymous threat destroy that now.




* * *




Isaiah stepped out of the elevator into the crisp morning air. The lobby doors slid open, and Cleveland’s air hit him—sharp, carrying the metallic bite of Lake Erie and the exhaust from Superior Avenue’s early commute.

He needed this. Needed to walk, to think, to process Sandra’s bombshell about the stolen code without the walls of his office closing in.

Coffee. He needed coffee first.

The Grindhouse Coffee three blocks down was packed with the morning rush, but Isaiah didn’t care. He stood in line, breathing, forcing his mind to slow down. Someone had stolen Kennedy Wyatt’s code six months ago. Posted it in a fake open-source repository. Waited for developers to find it.

Marcus had found it. Marcus had incorporated it into Guardian.

Isaiah’s phone buzzed. Marcus calling.

He almost didn’t answer. Almost kept walking, kept thinking, kept the space between himself and whatever conversation was about to happen.

But that was the old Isaiah. The one who avoided confrontation, who wanted everyone to like him, who smoothed over problems instead of addressing them.

He answered. “Yeah.”

“Where are you?” Marcus’s voice was tight. “You left without—”

“Needed air. Needed to think.”

“About the code theft accusation?”

Isaiah ordered his coffee. Black, no room. Paid. Moved to the pickup counter.

“About everything,” he said. “The anonymous emails. The timing. The repository that disappeared.”

Marcus was quiet for a beat too long.

“We should talk,” Marcus said finally. “In person. I can meet you—”

“I’ll be back in twenty.”

Isaiah hung up. Collected his coffee. Walked back toward the office, his mind turning over details he’d been too busy to question before. The wind cut through his quarter-zip. Isaiah pulled it tighter, coffee warm in his hand.

By the time he reached his building, he’d made a decision.

Marcus was waiting in Isaiah’s office, laptop open, looking like he’d been there awhile.

“Man, you had me worried,” Marcus said. “You don’t just leave in the middle of—”

Isaiah grabbed his laptop. Pulled up Sandra’s notes. “This authentication module. The one you committed four months ago. Where did it really come from?”

Marcus went very still.

“I told you. Open-source repository—”

“That existed for exactly two weeks. Just long enough for you to find it, incorporate it, and commit it to our codebase. Then it vanished.” Isaiah turned the screen toward Marcus. “You didn’t notice that was suspicious?”

“I checked the code. It was clean—”

“It was bait. And you took it. Either because you’re incompetent, or because you knew exactly what you were doing.”

Marcus’s expression hardened. “You think I sabotaged Guardian? Your own boy? The one who’s been with you since the beginning?”

“I think someone did. And right now, all the evidence points to you.”

Marcus leaned back, shook his head slow. “You’re asking the wrong questions, man. Kennedy Wyatt’s firm has been bleeding clients for months. She’s desperate. What better way to save her company than frame her biggest competitor for theft right before his launch?”

Isaiah wanted to argue. But the logic landed hard.

Kennedy had motive. Opportunity. And according to the timestamps, access to code months before Guardian existed.

Marcus’s observation hung in the air.

Isaiah closed his laptop. Pushed back from the desk. Walked to the window overlooking Superior Avenue, watching traffic crawl through downtown Cleveland.

“You think Kennedy’s involved in the attacks?”

“I think the timing is suspicious.” Marcus stood and joined him at the window. “Her clients get hit. She positions herself as the expert on these specific attacks. Then suddenly her software has code that matches yours—code that appeared in a fake repository designed to trap developers.”

Isaiah’s jaw tightened. “That would mean she orchestrated the whole thing. Attacked her own clients just to—”

“To what? Create demand for Sentinel? Discredit Guardian? Make herself look like the hero investigating attacks she caused?” Marcus shrugged. “I’m not saying she did.”

Isaiah thought about Kennedy’s video on the About Me page of her website. The passion when she talked about integrity and protecting vulnerable businesses. Either she was the best actress he’d ever seen, or she believed what she was saying.

“Get me everything on her lead developer,” Isaiah said. “The one who implemented that algorithm. James…”

“Rollins,” Marcus supplied. “James Rollins. Former employee at CoreTech Security until eight months ago. Joined Kennedy Wyatt’s firm as lead developer in March.”

“Background check. Employment history. Financial records if you can get them legally.” Isaiah turned from the window. “If someone planted that code in Sentinel, James Rollins is the most likely vector.”

“And if Kennedy knew?”

“Then we prove it.”

Marcus headed for the door, paused. “Hartwell’s asked about you twice this morning. Wants to know how Guardian’s progressing.”

Isaiah’s mentor. The man who’d believed in him when no one else would.

“What did you tell him?”

“The truth. Launch is on schedule, demo went well, but we’re dealing with this code theft situation.” Marcus met his eyes. “He offered to help. Said he has connections, could smooth things over if needed.”

“I don’t want his help.”

“I know. But he’s worried about you. About Guardian’s future.” Marcus opened the door. “Hartwell’s invested a lot in you, Isaiah. Financially and personally. He won’t let this destroy what you’ve built.”

After Marcus left, Isaiah returned to his laptop. Pulled up Hartwell’s last email, sent three hours ago, sitting the Trash folder.

Isaiah, heard rumors about intellectual property concerns with Guardian. Call me if you need counsel. These situations can spiral quickly without proper management. Remember—I’m here for you. Always. -DH

Isaiah had deleted it. Told himself he didn’t need Hartwell swooping in to save him.

But now, staring at the evidence of code theft and conspiracy, feeling the walls closing in…

His phone buzzed. Text from unknown number.




You have 48 hours to cancel TechCLE presentation. This is your final warning. The code theft accusation is just the beginning.




Isaiah stared at the message. Took a screenshot. Added it to his growing evidence folder.

Forty-eight hours.

Guardian’s official product launch was in seventy-two hours. Investor presentation. Media coverage. Everything he’d worked toward. Cancel now and he looked guilty. Looked like he knew the code was stolen. Present and he faced Kennedy’s public accusations, possible lawsuits, investor panic.

Isaiah’s hands moved across the keyboard. He pulled up Kennedy’s firm website. Studied her face in the headshot. Professional. Confident. Smart.

Thief or victim?

He didn’t know yet.

But in forty-eight hours, one of them would be destroyed.




* * *




Isaiah spent the next six hours digging into Kennedy Wyatt’s online persona and industry profiles.

Her company: Small but respected. Specialized in protecting minority-owned businesses. Impeccable reputation. No scandals, no lawsuits, no controversies.

Her background: Built the firm from nothing. Previously worked for a larger cybersecurity company until her ex-boyfriend stole her proprietary code and took credit. She quit, started her own firm, built it through reputation and word-of-mouth.

Someone who’d been stolen from before. Someone who would be hypersensitive to code theft accusations.

Perfect target for this kind of setup.

Isaiah pulled up her TechCLE presentation description: “Sentinel: Next-Generation Security for Vulnerable Businesses.”

She was launching the same day as Guardian. Same conference track. They were direct competitors.

If they both presented and the code similarity came up, it would be a public disaster.

His office door opened. Marcus walked in without knocking.

“We need to talk about TechCLE,” Marcus said.

Isaiah closed his laptop. “I’m presenting Guardian as scheduled.”

“Even with the code theft accusation hanging over your head?”

“Especially because of it. Someone’s trying to sabotage us. I won’t give them the satisfaction.”

Marcus sat down uninvited. “The investors are nervous. They’ve heard rumors.”

“What are they saying?”

“That Guardian’s code isn’t original. That we’re about to be sued for corporate espionage. That our CTO is looking for other jobs.” Marcus leaned forward. “Isaiah, if you cancel TechCLE, take a few weeks to sort this out, we can manage the investors. But if you go up there and Kennedy Wyatt calls you out publicly—”

“She won’t. Because I didn’t steal her code.”

“But can you prove that?”

Isaiah didn’t answer because they both knew he couldn’t.

Marcus sat back. Studied him. “There’s another option. I have a contact at Apex Consolidated Technologies. They’re interested in acquiring Guardian. Good price, clean exit, you walk away with enough to start over.”

“Apex?” Isaiah had never heard of them. “Are you talking about the—”

“Tech consolidation firm. They’ve been buying up small companies across Cleveland. Security, infrastructure, development shops. Building a portfolio.”

“I’m not selling Guardian. We haven’t even launched yet.”

“I’m just saying, if TechCLE goes badly, if the code theft story breaks, you might not have a choice. Better to sell now while Guardian still has value.”

Something about Marcus’s tone made Isaiah pause. “How long have you been talking to Apex?”

“A few weeks. Just exploratory conversations. Due diligence.”

Isaiah’s jaw tightened. “Without telling me?”

Marcus held up his hands. “Isaiah, listen. You’ve been under incredible pressure with the launch. The last thing I wanted was to add more stress by bringing you half-baked acquisition offers.”

“That’s my decision to make, not yours.”

“You’re right. I should have told you.” Marcus sat back down, genuine contrition on his face. “But here’s the thing—I get approached by acquisition firms constantly. Most are trash. Lowball offers, asset stripping, trying to steal our IP. I filter them out so you don’t waste time.”

“And Apex?”

“Apex seems different. Legitimate backing, fair valuation methodology, actually interested in keeping the team together.” Marcus pulled out his phone, showed Isaiah an email thread. “See? Initial contact was unsolicited. They reached out to me through LinkedIn three weeks ago.”

Isaiah scanned the emails. It did look legitimate. Professional. No red flags.

“I was doing recon,” Marcus continued. “Checking them out before deciding if they were even worth your time. That’s literally my job—protect you from distractions so you can focus on building.”

Isaiah wanted to stay angry, but Marcus’s explanation made sense. They’d worked together for years. Marcus had always had his back.

“I get it,” Isaiah said slowly. “But going forward? Tell me. Even if you think it’s crap. I want to know.”

“Absolutely. I’m sorry, man. Should have been transparent from the start.” Marcus extended his hand.

Isaiah shook it.

“So, is it worth my time?” Isaiah asked. “Apex?”

Marcus shrugged. “Honestly? I don’t know yet. They’re asking good questions, doing their due diligence. If the code theft thing blows up and Guardian becomes toxic, they might be our lifeline.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Agreed.” Marcus stood. “But I’ll keep the channel open. Just in case.”

After Marcus left, Isaiah sat alone, staring at his laptop.

The conversation felt… off. Not Marcus’s words—those made sense. But something underneath. A tension Isaiah couldn’t quite figure out.

He pulled up Apex Consolidated Technologies. Read their website. Recent acquisitions. Investment portfolio.

And there, on the board of directors: Victor Okafor.

Isaiah’s blood ran cold.

Victor. His former partner who betrayed him. Now worked for a company trying to buy Guardian.

Marcus knew about Victor. They’d discussed Isaiah’s history with him. So why wouldn’t Marcus mention that Victor was on Apex’s board?

Unless Marcus didn’t know.

Or unless he did, and didn’t want Isaiah to know.

Isaiah picked up his phone to call Marcus back. Stopped.

If his friend was hiding Victor’s involvement, confronting him directly would just put him on guard. Better to watch. Wait. See what else Marcus wasn’t telling him.

Isaiah called Sandra instead.

“I need you to audit Guardian’s code. Every line. I want to know if anything was added without my knowledge. And I want to know who added it.”

“You think someone on our team is sabotaging us?”

“I think someone wants Guardian to fail. And I need to know if they have help on the inside.”




* * *




Sandra’s code audit came back at nine p.m. Isaiah read the report twice, hoping he was misunderstanding.

He wasn’t.

Confirmation. Guardian’s authentication module—the code that matched Kennedy Wyatt’s Sentinel—was committed by Marcus Wilson four months ago. Sourced from what appeared to be an open-source repository on GitHub.

But that repository was created specifically to host the stolen code. It existed for exactly two weeks—long enough for Marcus to find it, incorporate it, and commit it to Guardian. Then it was deleted. Marcus either didn’t notice it was a honeypot, or he knew exactly what he was doing.

Isaiah sat alone in the dark. Was his best friend sabotaging him?

He poured himself a second cup of coffee, hands steadier now than they’d been hours ago. The Cleveland skyline stretched beyond his window—buildings he’d memorized during too many sleepless nights like this one.

He pulled Kennedy Wyatt’s website back up. Studied the professional headshot again.

She was beautiful. That much he’d noticed the first time he’d seen her at a Cleveland Tech Summit six months ago, presenting on vulnerability assessment methodologies. He’d watched from the back of the room, too busy with Guardian’s early development to introduce himself, but he’d remembered. The way she commanded the room. The precision in her answers during Q&A. The fierce intelligence that made her dangerous and fascinating in equal measure.

He’d thought about reaching out. Maybe coffee to discuss potential collaboration—their firms served similar markets with different approaches. Or maybe just coffee, period. See if that sharp mind came with warmth underneath, if she smiled easily when someone wasn’t asking about security protocols.

Then something happened. Her ex-boyfriend stealing her code, gaslighting her publicly about it. Isaiah had read the industry gossip, watched the firm weather the scandal while the guy built a company on her stolen work. She’d quit her job, started from nothing, rebuilt through sheer determination.

Someone who’d been betrayed like that wouldn’t orchestrate code theft. Wouldn’t use the weapon that had destroyed her.

Would she?

Isaiah closed the laptop. Rubbed his eyes.

Marcus was his best friend. Had been since college. The person Isaiah trusted to run operations while he focused on development. The one who’d been there through Victor’s betrayal, through the slow rebuild, through every late night and investor crisis.

But Marcus had committed that code. Had been talking to Apex without disclosure. Had Victor’s name sitting on a board somewhere and hadn’t mentioned it.

Kennedy was a stranger. A beautiful, intelligent rival he’d never actually met. Someone with motive, opportunity, and a history that made her either the perfect victim or the perfect liar.

Marcus had seemed eager to bring him that Apex offer. Too eager, maybe. And the way he’d explained it—smooth, practiced, reasonable—like he’d rehearsed the answers before Isaiah could ask the questions.

Isaiah needed one of them to be guilty. Needed someone to blame, someone to fight, someone whose betrayal made sense.

He didn’t want it to be either.

His company was about to be slandered by code theft accusations. In twelve hours, he had to go on stage at TechCLE and pretend everything was fine.

His phone buzzed. Text from unknown number:

Drop Guardian or face the consequences. This is your last warning.

Isaiah deleted it. He was done being threatened.

If someone wanted to talk shit to him, they’d have to do it to his face.

He slept in his office. Woke at five. Showered in the executive bathroom. Put on his best suit.

Guardian launched today, no matter what.
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Kennedy’s phone died somewhere between the hotel and TechCLE. The battery indicator had flashed its final warning while she sat in traffic on I-90, and by the time she reached the Huntington Convention Center, the screen stayed black no matter how many times she pressed the power button.

She’d forgotten her charger. Of course she had. It sat on her desk back at the office, plugged into the outlet she used every morning, completely useless to her now.

The hotel room last night—the third one this week—hadn’t had the right adapter. She’d meant to stop and buy one. Meant to do a lot of things that slipped away in the chaos of rotating locations, checking for surveillance, jumping at every unexpected sound.

Now she stood backstage at TechCLE two hours early, her presentation loaded on the conference laptop, her dead phone a useless brick in her pocket.

Simone would have brought a backup charger. Simone always remembered the practical things Kennedy forgot when she got too focused on the technical details. But Simone wasn’t here yet. Probably stuck in the same traffic that had made Kennedy late by her obsessive standards.

The backstage area buzzed with activity. Other presenters ran through their slides, technicians tested microphones, conference staff rushed past with tablets and headsets. Kennedy found a quiet corner near the loading dock entrance and opened her laptop.

Sentinel Security Suite. Three years of development compressed into a forty-five minute presentation.

She clicked through the key slides one more time.




SENTINEL: Affordable Security for Small Business

The title slide showed her logo—a shield with interlocking circuits forming a protective barrier. Clean, professional, approachable. Everything she wanted the software to be.

Next slide: The Problem




Kennedy had lived this problem. Her first consulting clients had been small businesses—neighborhood clinics, family-owned restaurants, local law firms. They processed credit cards and stored customer data and handled sensitive information, but couldn’t afford enterprise-level security or full-time IT departments.

So they went unprotected. Became easy targets.

She’d watched three of her early clients get breached despite her best efforts. Systems compromised because they couldn’t keep up with patch schedules, couldn’t monitor threats 24/7, couldn’t afford the tools that actually worked.

That’s why she built Sentinel.




Next slide: The Solution

User-Friendly Interface: Designed for business owners, not IT professionals. Install in under an hour. No technical expertise required.

Automated Threat Detection: Real-time monitoring. Automatic responses to common attacks. Alerts for unusual activity explained in plain English.

Affordable Pricing: Tiered subscription starting at $99/month. No hidden fees. No expensive implementation.

Small Business Focus: Protects point-of-sale systems, customer databases, employee access. Everything a business with 1-50 employees actually needs.

Cloud-Based: No expensive hardware. Works with existing systems. Automatic updates.




The slides advanced. Features breakdown. Technical architecture simplified for non-technical audiences. Beta test results from fifteen local businesses—zero successful breaches in six months.

Kennedy reached her demonstration slide. This was the heart of the presentation. Where Sentinel stopped being theoretical and became real.

She’d scripted this part carefully. Rehearsed it a dozen times.

Show the dashboard. Clean, simple, green indicators showing protected systems.

Launch the simulated phishing attack. Watch Sentinel detect it in 1.2 seconds—red alert, quarantine notification, automatic response deployed.

Explain how it works without requiring technical knowledge. No complex terminology. No assumption of expertise. Just protection that works.

Run the point-of-sale breach simulation. Same process. Instant detection. Clear notification: Someone tried to access your payment system. We stopped them. Your customer data is safe.

That notification text had taken her weeks to perfect. Every word chosen for clarity over technical precision. Business owners didn’t need to know about SQL injection attacks or authentication bypass vulnerabilities. They needed to know they were safe.

Kennedy closed her laptop. Checked her watch. 7:47 a.m. Her presentation started at 9:45 a.m. in Conference Room C. Isaiah Binutu’s Guardian keynote started at 9:00 a.m. in the much larger main room.

She’d planned to attend the first part of his presentation. Wanted to see what Guardian offered, how it positioned itself in the market, whether it would compete with Sentinel or target a completely different tier.

But now her timeline felt compressed. She needed to find Simone, confirm the demo laptop worked with the conference A/V setup, review her talking points one more time.

Her dead phone stayed heavy in her pocket. She should find a charging station. The convention center had to have them somewhere—probably near registration, maybe in the exhibitor hall.

But leaving backstage meant navigating crowds, answering questions if someone recognized her from the conference program, losing her quiet preparation space.

Kennedy decided the phone could wait. She’d survived worse than being unreachable for a few hours. A conference staffer approached, clipboard in hand. “Ms. Wyatt? We’re ready to do your A/V check whenever you are.”

“Now is good.”

Kennedy followed her to Conference Room C. Smaller than she’d expected. Maybe a sixty-five seats. Not the main room where Isaiah would present to hundreds, but respectable. Intimate. Better for the kind of community-focused message she wanted to convey.

The technician helped her connect her laptop to the projection system. The slides appeared on the large screen at the front of the room. Kennedy walked through them, checking transitions, confirming videos played properly, testing the wireless clicker.

Everything worked.

“You’re all set,” the technician said. “Microphone will be at the podium, lapel if you prefer. We’ll have someone here fifteen minutes before start time to make sure you’re good to go.”

“Thank you.”

Kennedy stood alone in the empty conference room. Rows of chairs waiting to be filled. Her slides glowing on the screen. The culmination of three years of work about to be presented to Cleveland’s tech community.

She thought about the anonymous texts. The threats. The thirty-day countdown.

Present Sentinel and we release the proof. Everyone will know you failed to protect your own code.

Whoever sent those messages wanted her scared. Wanted her to cancel, to back down, to prove their threat had power.

Kennedy walked to the podium. Gripped its edges. Looked out at the empty room.

She wasn’t backing down.

Her apartment had been violated. Her clients had been breached. Someone was destroying minority-owned businesses systematically, and she was one of the only people who’d noticed the pattern. Sentinel wasn’t just a product launch. It was a warning. Proof that someone was targeting vulnerable businesses, and here’s how to protect yourself. If her presentation put a target on her back, so be it. The target was already there.

Kennedy’s stomach growled. She’d skipped breakfast, too anxious to eat. The hotel’s continental breakfast had looked unappetizing at 6 a.m. when she’d rushed through the lobby. She should find coffee at least. Fuel for the presentation.

She gathered her laptop and headed back toward the main convention area. The exhibitor hall was starting to fill—vendors setting up booths, early arrivals networking over conference-branded coffee cups. She found the coffee station. Poured herself a large cup, black, no sugar. The caffeine hit her system like a small electric shock.

Someone called her name.

Kennedy turned. A man in his fifties, rumpled blazer, tired eyes. He looked familiar but she couldn’t place him.

“Kennedy Wyatt?” he said again, approaching. “I’m Trevor Martinez. I’m a cybersecurity consultant. I specialize in threat intelligence. Can we talk?”

The name clicked. She’d seen it on industry forums, small networking events, maybe a conference panel last year. Independent consultant, worked with small firms on security assessments.

“I’m presenting in less than two hours,” Kennedy said. “Can this wait?”

“I wish it could.” Trevor glanced around the crowded exhibitor hall, lowered his voice. “I need to talk to you about what’s happening to small tech firms in Cleveland. The attacks you’ve been experiencing.”

Kennedy went very still. “How do you know about that?”

“Because I’ve been investigating the same pattern. For months.” Trevor pulled out a business card. “Meet me tonight. Nine p.m. The Flats, near the river. There’s a bar called River’s Edge. I have documentation you need to see.”

“I’m not meeting you anywhere isolated.”

“Then a coffee shop. Anywhere public.” His eyes were urgent, genuinely afraid. “Kennedy, you’re in danger. There’s a coordinated effort to consolidate the tech sector in this region. Cyberattacks, buyout offers, escalating threats. The people behind this—they’re powerful.”

“Who’s behind it?”

Trevor shook his head. “Not here. Too many people. But I have proof. Names, money trails, attack signatures. Everything you need to understand what you’re fighting.”

“Why come to me? Why not go to the police, the FBI?”

“Because everyone else is too scared or too bought.” Trevor pressed his card into her hand. “Call me when you’re ready. But Kennedy—be careful today. Your presentation is going to make you a bigger target than you already are.”

He walked away before she could respond.

Kennedy looked at the card. Trevor Martinez, Independent Security Consultant. Threat Intelligence / Attribution Analyst. A local number. Email address. Nothing else.

Her coffee had gone lukewarm. She drained it anyway.

The exhibitor hall felt too crowded suddenly. Too many people, too many potential threats. Kennedy scanned faces, looking for anyone paying too much attention to her.

Paranoid. She was being paranoid.

Except someone had bugged her apartment. Someone had attacked her clients. Someone had sent her threatening texts about a thirty-day countdown.

Paranoia seemed appropriate.

Kennedy checked her watch. 8:15 a.m. Still more than an hour before her presentation. Enough time to review her notes one more time, maybe find Simone, definitely find a phone charger.

Her laptop bag felt heavier than it should. She shifted it on her shoulder and headed back toward the conference rooms.

Then stopped.

Isaiah Binutu’s presentation started in forty-five minutes. Guardian’s big reveal. She’d planned to attend, but now Trevor’s warning echoed: Your presentation is going to make you a bigger target.

What if Isaiah’s presentation revealed something she needed to know? Some connection to the attacks, some overlap with Sentinel’s market?

Kennedy changed direction. Headed for the main ballroom.

She’d watch Isaiah present. See what Guardian offered. Then decide if Trevor Martinez was obsessed or prescient.

The main ballroom doors were already open, early arrivals claiming seats. Kennedy slipped in through a side entrance, found a spot in the back row where she could see without being conspicuous.

The room filled quickly. Isaiah Binutu had star power in Cleveland tech circles—successful CEO, immigrant success story, charismatic speaker. Everyone wanted to see Guardian’s official launch.

Kennedy pulled out her laptop, opened a blank document. Took notes on the crowd, the energy, the anticipation.

At exactly 9:00 a.m., the lights dimmed.

Isaiah Binutu walked onto the stage.

Kennedy leaned forward, watching.




He was taller than she’d expected. That registered first as Isaiah Binutu walked onto the stage—the easy confidence in his stride, the way he moved like someone who’d never doubted his right to command a room.

Kennedy’s fingers tightened on her laptop.

The applause died down. Isaiah took his position center stage, no podium between him and the audience. Just him and a clicker and that smile she’d seen in every industry profile.

“Thank you for being here,” he said. His voice carried through the ballroom without strain. Warm. Genuine. “I’m going to show you something that’s going to change how we think about digital security.”

Kennedy opened a new document on her laptop. Started taking notes. She wouldn’t let herself be distracted by charisma.

Isaiah clicked to his first slide. The Guardian logo appeared—a shield with radiating light, protection visualized through simplicity. Professional. Polished.

Too much like Sentinel.

“Small businesses are under siege,” Isaiah continued. “Every day, cybercriminals target companies that can’t afford enterprise-level security. They steal customer data, financial records, trade secrets. And the businesses we’re talking about? They’re our neighbors. Our community. The family clinic down the street. The restaurant where you had dinner last night.”

Kennedy’s jaw tightened. Those were her talking points. Her market. Her mission statement almost word for word.

Isaiah advanced the slides. Showed statistics Kennedy had compiled for her own presentation—the percentage of small businesses that closed after breaches, the cost gap between enterprise and small business security, the vulnerability of minority-owned firms.

He was stealing more than code. He was stealing her entire positioning.

“That’s why we built Guardian,” Isaiah said. “Affordable protection designed for businesses that need it most.”

The demo began.

Kennedy leaned forward, laptop screen reflecting in her eyes.

Guardian’s interface appeared—clean, intuitive, color-coded indicators showing system status. Green for protected. Yellow for warnings. Red for threats.

Isaiah walked through the dashboard. Explained features in plain English, avoiding technical jargon. Showed how a business owner with no IT background could understand their security status at a glance.

It was good. Kennedy hated that it was good.

Then Isaiah launched the threat simulation.

“Watch what happens when someone tries to breach Guardian’s protection,” he said.

A simulated phishing attack hit the system. Kennedy watched the response protocol activate. Her breath caught.

Son of a bitch.

The algorithm processing the threat—the pattern recognition, the decision tree, the automated response deployment—was identical to Sentinel’s authentication protocol.

Not similar. Not inspired by. Identical.

Eight months of development. Her breakthrough. The innovation that made Sentinel unique in the marketplace. The code she’d built from scratch, tested through hundreds of iterations, perfected until it could detect and neutralize threats faster than anything else available.

He’d stolen it.

Kennedy’s hands shook as she pulled out her phone. Started silently photographing the screen. Documented the demonstration, the response times, the interface displaying her proprietary algorithm dressed up in Guardian’s branding.

Isaiah continued presenting, completely at ease. Either he didn’t know he was demonstrating stolen code, or he didn’t care.

Kennedy thought about Trevor Martinez’s warning. The coordinated attacks. Someone systematically destroying minority-owned businesses.

Maybe Isaiah wasn’t just a thief. Maybe he was part of the conspiracy. Steal from smaller firms, discredit them when they fought back, consolidate market share while appearing to be the good guy helping vulnerable businesses.

Corporate playbook 101.

The demonstration ended. Guardian’s dashboard showed all green—threat neutralized, systems protected, business safe.

Applause filled the ballroom.

Isaiah fielded questions with practiced ease. Someone asked about pricing. He quoted subscription tiers that undercut Sentinel by fifteen percent. Another person asked about implementation timeline. Guardian could be deployed in under an hour.

Everything he said made Guardian sound like the better choice. The more affordable option. The solution built by someone who understood small business needs.

Using her code. Her innovation. Her work.

Kennedy couldn’t stay. The ballroom felt too small, too hot. She grabbed her laptop, shoved it in her bag. Pushed through the crowd toward the exit.

“Excuse me. Sorry. Excuse me.”

Someone’s shoulder caught her bag, nearly knocked it from her grip. Kennedy held on tight, kept moving.

The hallway outside was quieter. She leaned against the wall, tried to breathe.

Simone appeared at her elbow. “How was it?”

Kennedy looked at her. “He stole Sentinel’s code. I just watched him present my work as his own.”

Simone’s expression shifted—concern, doubt, that careful look Kennedy had learned to recognize. “Kennedy—”

“I have proof.” Kennedy pulled out her phone, showed the photographs. “Look at this response protocol. That’s my algorithm. The one I spent eight months developing. He’s using it in Guardian.”

Simone studied the images. “The interface is different. The branding—”

“The core code is identical. Same pattern recognition. Same decision tree. Same automated response deployment.” Kennedy’s voice rose. She forced it back down. “I know my own work, Simone. I’ve stared at that code for years. That’s mine.”

“Okay.” Simone touched her arm. “Okay. What do you want to do?”

Kennedy looked down the hallway toward Conference Room C. Toward the space where she was supposed to present Sentinel in minutes. Show her innovation to Cleveland’s tech community. Launch the product that was supposed to save her company.

Except Isaiah Binutu had just shown it first.

“I’m going to show everyone exactly what kind of person Isaiah Binutu really is.”

Conference Room C filled slowly. Thirty people, maybe forty by the time Kennedy took the podium. Not the hundreds Isaiah had commanded, but enough. Industry professionals. Potential clients. Tech journalists with notebooks and recording devices.

Enough to matter.

Kennedy set up her slides. Connected her laptop. Tested the microphone. Her hands were steady now. Anger burned through the shakiness, left only clarity.

At 9:45 exactly, she began.

“Thank you for coming. I’m Kennedy Wyatt, founder of SecureFlow. I’m going to show you Sentinel—our security platform designed specifically for small businesses.” She advanced to the first slide. “And then I’m going to show you why corporate espionage is destroying the tech industry.”

A ripple moved through the audience. People sat up straighter.

Kennedy walked through Sentinel’s features. The user-friendly interface. The automated threat detection. The affordable pricing structure. She showed the same demonstrations Isaiah had presented—phishing attacks, point-of-sale breaches, real-time monitoring.

Then she pulled up the code comparison.

“Isaiah Binutu just presented Guardian in the main ballroom. What he showed you was impressive.” Kennedy displayed the authentication protocol side by side. “What he didn’t tell you is that this core functionality was stolen from Sentinel.”

Silence.

“I have documentation showing Sentinel’s development timeline.” She showed the commit history, the timestamps, the evolution of her algorithm over eight months of work. “I have source code dated months before Guardian’s implementation.”

Someone in the third row was recording on their phone. Kennedy didn’t stop them.

“And I can prove that Isaiah Binutu’s company accessed my proprietary code without permission.”

The room erupted in whispers. Someone raised a hand.

“How did they get access to your code?”

“That’s what I’m working to determine.” Kennedy advanced to her research slide. “Someone is systematically attacking minority-owned tech businesses in Cleveland. Breaching their security. Destroying their reputations. Driving them out of business.”

She showed the map. The timeline of attacks. The coordinated nature of the breaches.

“Isaiah Binutu positions himself as someone who helps vulnerable businesses. But Guardian is built on stolen technology from a smaller firm—my firm. And I believe he’s part of a larger conspiracy to consolidate Cleveland’s tech sector by destroying the competition.”

More hands shot up. Kennedy answered what she could. Showed evidence. Documented the pattern. Made her case with data and timeline analysis and the kind of meticulous detail that made her good at her job.

By the time she finished, phones were out across the room. Typing. Messaging. Sharing.

Kennedy packed up her laptop and watched the story spread.




#TechCLE: Kennedy Wyatt accuses Isaiah Binutu of corporate espionage. Claims Guardian software stole code from her Sentinel platform. Full presentation video in comments.




Someone posted the side-by-side code comparison. Another person shared screenshots of Guardian’s demo next to Sentinel’s interface.

The tweets multiplied. Retweets. Quote tweets. Industry accounts picking up the story.

Kennedy saw it spreading in real-time. Didn’t regret it.

Let Binutu try to deny stealing her work. Let him explain why Guardian’s breakthrough technology matched Sentinel’s proprietary code exactly. Let him face the same scrutiny and doubt she’d endured when Walt had stolen from her.

She walked out of Conference Room C with her head high and her evidence documented. The hallway was chaos. People clustered around phones. Heated conversations about code theft and corporate ethics and whether Isaiah Binutu’s reputation was about to tarnish.

Kennedy pushed through them. Headed for the exhibitor hall.

Someone grabbed her arm.

She spun, defensive instinct flaring.

Marcus Wilson. Isaiah’s second-in-command. She recognized him from the Guardian team photos on their website.

“Ms. Wyatt, we need to talk about your accusations—”

“Take your hand off me.”

Marcus released her immediately, held up both palms. “I’m sorry. I just—Isaiah wants to speak with you. Privately. To clear this up.”

“There’s nothing to clear up. I presented evidence. He can respond to it publicly.”

“He didn’t steal your code.”

“Then how do you explain the identical algorithms?”

Marcus glanced around at the gathering crowd. People were recording this too. “Not here. Please. Give him five minutes. That’s all he’s asking.”

Kennedy thought about refusing. Thought about walking away and letting him suffer the same public humiliation she’d endured two years ago.

But she also thought about Trevor Martinez’s warning. The larger conspiracy. The coordinated attacks. Maybe Isaiah knew something. Maybe confronting him directly would reveal connections she’d missed.

“Five minutes,” Kennedy said. “In a public space. I’m not going anywhere private with anyone from Guardian.”

Marcus nodded. “The coffee lounge near registration. Isaiah’s there now.”

Kennedy followed him through the crowd. Felt eyes tracking her movement. Heard whispers.




That’s her. The one who accused Isaiah Binutu.

Did you see the code comparison?

This is getting messy.




The coffee lounge was visible from the main hallway—floor-to-ceiling windows, high-top tables, nowhere to hide. Public enough.

Isaiah stood by the window, phone pressed to his ear. He looked up as Kennedy approached. Ended the call.

They faced each other for the first time.

He was more striking in person than in photographs. That broke through Kennedy’s anger. Warm brown eyes. Strong features. The kind of face that cameras loved and people trusted.

A thief’s face wearing concern like a mask.

“We need to talk,” Isaiah said.

Kennedy crossed her arms. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“I didn’t steal your code.”

The laugh escaped before she could stop it. Sharp. Bitter. “I just showed a room full of people proof that you did.”

“That proof is fabricated. Someone set us both up.”

Kennedy’s expression didn’t change. “Right. The innocent victim defense. How original.”

Isaiah pulled out his phone. Showed her an email. “I received this two days ago. Someone claiming Guardian stole from Sentinel. Same evidence you have. Same accusations.”

Kennedy scanned it. The anonymous sender. The attached code files. The threat to expose the theft publicly.

Similar to what she’d received. Too similar.

“So you knew you stole my code and you presented anyway.”

“I knew someone was framing me. I didn’t know you’d believe it.”

“I believe evidence. I believe timelines. I believe my own work when I see it stolen.”

“Then look at this.” Isaiah pulled up another document. A code audit from his CTO. “That authentication protocol came from an open-source repository created specifically to trap developers. Someone stole your code, posted it publicly, waited for my team to incorporate it, then deleted the repository. We were both victims.”

Kennedy studied the audit. Saw the GitHub repository details. The deleted contributor account. The timing that aligned with Guardian’s development.

Doubt flickered. Small. Unwelcome.

She locked it down. Remembered Walt showing her similar explanations. Similar excuses. Similar evidence that turned out to be fabricated to cover his theft.

“That proves nothing. You could have created this after the fact.”

“Why would I?”

“Because you’re a thief trying to cover his tracks.”

The crowd around them grew. Phones recording. People whispering. The confrontation Kennedy had wanted was happening, but it felt wrong somehow. Too public. Too performative.

Isaiah lowered his voice. “I’m not your enemy, Kennedy. Someone wants us fighting each other. Think about who benefits from that.”

“I know exactly who benefits. You. You steal from smaller firms, discredit them when they fight back, and consolidate market share.”

“That’s not—” Isaiah’s jaw tightened. “I wanted to contact you. The second I got that anonymous email, I wanted to call you, meet with you, figure out what the hell was going on.”

“But you didn’t.”

“My legal team told me not to.” He rubbed the back of his neck, frustration evident. “They said any direct contact could be construed as intimidation. That if this went to litigation, every conversation would be scrutinized. They advised me to investigate internally first, gather evidence, then approach you through proper channels.”

Kennedy’s laugh was sharp. “Proper channels. How convenient.”

“I followed their advice because I thought I had time.” Isaiah’s voice dropped lower, aware of the phones still recording around them. “I thought whoever sent these emails was trying to create chaos. I figured I’d have the investigation started before TechCLE, then we could sit down like professionals and sort this out.”

“You thought wrong.”

“Yeah, I did.” His eyes held hers. “I didn’t know you were planning to go public today. Didn’t know you’d already decided I was guilty.”

“The evidence decided that.”

“The evidence was planted. And if I’d contacted you two days ago like my gut told me to, maybe we could have figured that out together.” Isaiah glanced at the crowd pressing closer. “But I listened to the lawyers. Followed protocol. Did everything by the book.”

“And here we are.”

“Here we are.” He pulled up another screen on his phone. “This is the email my legal team sent me forty-eight hours ago. Read the timestamp. Read their advice.”

Kennedy looked. The email was dated two days before TechCLE, sent from a law firm she recognized—Wilson & Partners, one of Cleveland’s top corporate firms.




Subject: RE: Code Theft Allegations - Guardian Project




Isaiah,




Do NOT contact Kennedy Wyatt or anyone from her firm directly. Any communication outside legal channels can be used against you in potential litigation. We are investigating the source of these allegations and will advise you on next steps.

In the meantime: Present Guardian as scheduled. Do not acknowledge the accusations publicly. If questioned, refer all inquiries to our office.

We’ll have this resolved before it becomes a real problem.




- Richard Wilson, Senior Partner




Kennedy read it twice. The timestamp was real. The advice was exactly what a corporate lawyer would say.

It didn’t change anything.

“Your lawyers told you to ignore it and hope it went away,” she said. “That’s not the same as being innocent.”

“No, it’s called following legal advice. Something I’m guessing your lawyers told you to do too.”

Kennedy’s silence was answer enough.

Isaiah leaned closer, voice barely above a whisper. “Did you contact me before going public? Did you call, email, send a message asking for my side of the story?”

“I had evidence—”

“Did you contact me?”

The phones were recording this. The crowd was listening. Kennedy felt the trap closing but couldn’t find the exit.

“No,” she said finally.

“Then we both made the same mistake.” Isaiah straightened. “We both followed advice that kept us from talking to each other. And now someone who wants us at war just got exactly what they wanted.”

“I’m done talking to you.” Kennedy picked up her laptop case. “Expect a lawsuit.”

She walked away before he could respond.

Marcus caught up to her in the hallway. Isaiah’s voice carried behind her, calling her name. She didn’t turn around.

Let him explain to the crowd. Let him deal with the questions and the accusations and the damage to his reputation.

Kennedy kept walking.




* * *




The bathroom was empty. Kennedy locked herself in a stall, set down her bag, leaned against the partition.

Her hands were shaking again.

Isaiah had looked genuinely confused. His evidence had looked real—the code audit, the repository details, the timeline showing both of them as potential victims.

But so had Walt’s evidence. Right up until the moment Kennedy proved he’d been stealing from her for months.

She’d learned not to trust men who claimed innocence. Learned that confusion and concern could be performed. That explanations could be constructed to cover theft.

Her phone buzzed. Text from Simone.




Where are you? We need damage control.

Kennedy stepped to the sink, splashed water on her face. Reapplied lipstick. Checked her reflection—professional, composed, no trace of the doubt threatening to crack her certainty.

She wouldn’t back down. Wouldn’t let Isaiah Binutu charm his way out of stealing her work.

The evidence was clear. The code was identical. And Kennedy had spent too many years being told she was unreasonable to doubt herself now.

She walked out of the bathroom with her armor intact.
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