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Issa
(Pr1m4 D0nn4)


I can’t believe I’m here.


Seriously. I. Can’t. Believe. I’m. HERE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


Three days ago I was changing my little sister’s dirty diapers in between calculus problems in our crappy apartment in San Antonio, and now I’m climbing out of the back seat of a limo in L.A. It doesn’t seem real.


But it is real, I tell myself as I thank the driver before making my way up the sidewalk to the security guard who waits for me at the open door. Discreetly, I reach down and pinch myself.


The pinch hurts, but not enough, so I do it again. Just to be sure that this is real. Just to be sure that I really have a shot at making my dreams come true—if I don’t screw up.


Not that screwing up is an option, because it isn’t.


With that thought in mind, I plaster a smile onto my face as I approach the security guard, who watches me make my way into the building with narrowed eyes.


“I’m here for the college program,” I tell him, forcing a steadiness into my voice that I’m far from feeling. “My name is—”


“I know who you are, Ms. Torres.” If possible, his eyes narrow even further as he looks me over from head to toe like I’m some kind of criminal.


Which I am, I suppose. One more reason why it’s so unnerving to be waltzing through the front door of the CIA’s Los Angeles headquarters.


“You can check in with the receptionist at the desk. She’ll get you a name tag, and then an agent will escort you up to the conference room.”


Escort, of course. Because letting a bunch of hackers run around on their own in a major CIA office isn’t the smartest move. Even if you are auditioning those hackers for some top-secret intelligence program…


“Thanks,” I tell him with a nod before doing as he says. I kind of expected there to be a line, a bunch of kids like me waiting for their big chance to impress the CIA in return for a full ride to college and a guaranteed job upon graduation.


But there’s no one in the lobby who doesn’t appear to work here. Two security guards, the receptionist, and a janitor cleaning the big picture windows at the front. I hope it means I’m early and not late.…


“ID, please?” the receptionist says as soon as I approach the long wraparound counter where she’s sitting.


I fumble in my bag for my wallet. As I pull out my license, I notice the receptionist—who is dressed in the most boring gray suit ever—glaring at the colorful sugar skulls and safety-pin chains on the front of my purse.


Note to self: The CIA really isn’t into creative expression.


I prop my purse up on the counter so she can get a better look at what she so clearly disapproves of. Then wait semi-patiently for her to run my license through a thousand-dollar ID scanner. Seconds later, a badge pops out. I nearly freak when I realize it has not only my name on it, but also my handle: Pr1m4 D0nn4.


Seeing it out there like that makes me sweat a little. I mean, obviously they know who I am or I wouldn’t be here, but still. I’ve never claimed my handle publicly before, and I’m not crazy about doing it now. In a government building.


Then again, that could be the point, right? This is the CIA, and maybe they want to see how I react to having a curveball like this thrown at me.


The receptionist watches, eagle-eyed, as I peel the backing off the label and start to press the tag onto my hip. No need to advertise any more than necessary, after all.


But she stops me with a shake of her head and a sharp, “No! It needs to go on your chest.” She pats her own gray tweed lapel to ensure that I understand. I do.


After my name tag is in its CIA-approved place, she gestures toward the elevators to our right. “Agent Carstairs will escort you upstairs.”


Before she’s even done speaking, the elevator doors glide open, and a tall, dark-skinned man in a navy suit is standing there, face carefully blank, eyes alert.


I try to introduce myself, but I don’t get any further than “Hi, I’m Issa—” before he cuts me off.


“I know who you are, Ms. Torres. Please come with me.”


Ooooooookay. So everyone here is in we-know-more-than-you-do mode. Which is true—I’m not denying that. But it still makes me want to pull out my gear and take them down a few pegs. They aren’t the only ones who know things, like how to access information that others can’t.


I step onto the elevator instead. This is an audition, after all. I’ll get to show them exactly what I know—and what I can do—soon enough.


Agent Carstairs doesn’t speak as the elevator swishes us up to the fourth floor. Nor does he speak as he leads me down a long hallway lined with official-looking pictures of official-looking people—former CIA directors, according to the plaques beneath the frames.


The enormity of where I am sinks in a little more with each step I take, with each picture we pass, and my stomach starts to flip-flop. Normally I’ve got mad confidence in my skills, but I want this too much. Suddenly I’m terrified that I’m going to make a mistake and end up back in San Antonio, hacking test sites to help my dad make ends meet.


Don’t screw this up.


Don’t. Screw. This. Up.


Don’tscrewthisup.


The words are a mantra in my head, a beat in my blood, and they’re ramping me up a little higher with each step we take. Thank God we get to the end of the hall before I go into total and complete freak-out mode. It’s close, though, and I concentrate on taking deep breaths as we pause outside a door labeled CONFERENCE ROOM 1A.


Agent Carstairs glances at me before he pushes the door open. I expect him to lead the way, but he gestures for me to cross the threshold, so I do, trying my hardest to look like I belong here.


Seconds later the door closes firmly behind me.


I am on my own.
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A man in a brown suit at the front of the conference room turns to look at me, as do the five people sitting around a long table. My stomach sinks a little as I look back and forth among them, but I don’t let it show. Instead, I square my shoulders and paint a badass look on my face, trying not to notice that there’s only one seat left—which means I’m the last to arrive. Late, not early. Fantastic.


“Issa, glad you’re here,” the man at the front of the room says as he gestures me closer. “We’ve been waiting for you. Please take a seat so we can get started.”


“Sorry I’m late,” I say. “My flight was a little delayed.” I couldn’t control that, so I don’t know why I’m apologizing, but I feel like I’m at a disadvantage walking in last.


“You’re not late,” he assures me with what I think is supposed to be a smile but most definitely is not. “But please do take a seat so we can begin.”


“Wouldn’t want to get a minute off schedule,” one of the guys mutters as I pass. He’s big, with mocha-colored skin and killer dreads. He also looks like he’s about to get a root canal instead of audition for an all-expenses-paid trip to college with a job waiting for him after graduation.


He’s hot, I’ll give him that, but he’s wearing his bad attitude like a shield, and I so can’t afford to be associated with that right now. Which is why, when I take the empty seat next to him, I try to subtly scoot my chair as far away from him as I can. The smirk on his face tells me that he notices. I subtly try to scope out his name tag, but I can’t read it without being really obvious.


“All right, then. Let’s get started,” the agent at the front of the room says. “For those of you who just got here”—he glances at me—“I’m Agent Shane Donovan, and I’ll be guiding you through the activities today. First of all, I’d like to say how pleased we are that you accepted our invitation to join us. Because we need people like you to help us find our way through the difficult years ahead.”


His voice is booming now, bouncing off the oatmeal-colored walls, and I try to block out everything else and listen carefully.


“We’re at war, ladies and gentlemen, right now, this very minute. Not just in Afghanistan. Not just against ISIS. But against cyber terrorists who want to bring down the United States of America for political, economic, and social reasons. And have no doubt—they are everywhere, and they are gunning for us. We are in jeopardy. Our way of life and our place in the world are in very real danger, and we’re looking to you, and others like you, to help save us.”


He pauses and takes a sip of coffee from a plain white mug. He remains silent as we wait for him to continue, then drains his coffee before very deliberately setting the cup on the table.


“We’re only looking for the best for this program,” he tells us, turning his head so that he can take turns looking each one of us in the eye. “And according to our research, you six are the very best in your age group at what you do. Which—if you pass our tests—is why we want the chance to train you over the next several years and eventually give you a place at Langley, if you’re good enough.”


A guy at the front of the room—who looks more slick than any hacker I’ve ever seen—shifts at that, like he wants to say of course he’s good enough. He doesn’t, though, and Agent Donovan continues.


“These are dark and dangerous days,” he tells us, voice grave and body ramrod straight. “Your country needs people like you to act as our last line of defense against those who want to bring it down.”


All of this sets my teeth on edge a little, if I’m being honest. I don’t like the CIA—no hacker does—but I dislike being poor even more. And since we’re talking about access to the best equipment in the world here, I can overlook the rest. Especially since all our activities will actually be government sanctioned.


No more looking over my shoulder.


No more waiting to be arrested for hacking my way into some classified database to make a few bucks to help put food on the table at home.


No more worrying about what will happen to my family if I’m not there to watch out for them.


Add a college scholarship to the mix and a job after graduation, and it’s like I’ve won the lottery. If listening to a bunch of pro-government propaganda is the price of the ticket, I will gladly pay it.


Still, he’s droning on and on about stuff that doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the actual test we’re here to take, so I let my mind wander just a bit, making sure to keep one ear open for when he actually starts to give us instructions.


I glance around the room. Photos of the president, the CIA director, and the deputy director hang at perfectly spaced intervals on the walls, along with all five (former and present) directors of national intelligence. At the front of the room is the official seal of the president of the United States, and underneath is the official motto of the CIA: “The work of a Nation. The Center of Intelligence.” Meanwhile, the back wall is covered with what my research on the CIA has taught me is the agency’s unofficial motto, written in huge black letters that stand out against the light-colored walls: AND YOU SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH AND THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE. (JOHN 8:32)


Seeing those words puts me a little at ease, since hacking is all about truth. Most people think hackers are bad, and some definitely are. But most of us are in it because we don’t like secrets. We want to know everything, want to see everything. Curiosity might have killed the cat, but it’s fueled just about every hacker who ever lived.


A quick glance at the others as they perch on the edges of their red leather rolling chairs tells me they look as excited to be here as I am. Well, except for the guy with dreads, who looks more and more like he swallowed a lemon with each word that comes out of Agent Donovan’s mouth.


He even goes so far as to pull out his phone and scroll through it. I watch him surreptitiously, a little amazed that he’s got the guts to be screwing around in front of Agent Donovan. Then again, I don’t know anything about him, nor do I care. I’m here for me.


Agent Donovan pulls out some black folders and begins handing them out.


“What are these?” the guy with dreads asks as he shoves his phone back in his pocket.


“Your assignment,” Agent Donovan answers, handing me the last folder.


I take it with trembling hands. This is it. This is my big chance, right here. Right now.


I flip open the folder and start to read, but before I can do much more than glance at what’s inside, the guy beside me tosses his folder on the table and grabs his bag.


“What are you doing?” Agent Donovan demands.


“Not wasting my day doing this BS, that’s for sure.” He stands up and rips off his name tag and shoves it into his pocket before I can even see what it says. Then he heads for the door.


I’m staring at him in shock—as are the rest of the people in the room—when suddenly Agent Donovan moves to block his way. The fact that the guy is four inches taller than the agent makes their whole nose-to-nose showdown kind of comical—or it would if I could stop trying to figure out what’s happening and just enjoy the show.


“You need to sit down,” Agent Donovan orders.


“Like I’m going to listen to you,” the guy responds.


“You’re here for an audition.”


“Yeah, well, I just got stage fright. Sue me.” He shrugs like he doesn’t have a care in the world.


“You need to do what I say.” Agent Donovan sounds as angry as he looks.


“No, I don’t. But you do need to move before I move you.” He doesn’t even flinch as he waits to see what the CIA agent is going to do.


The rest of us wait too, breath held and shoulders tense.


A stare-down ensues, and I swear you could hear a pin drop in the room as we all wait for the explosion. Agent Donovan doesn’t look like the kind of guy who’s used to people giving him attitude. Plus, the CIA paid for us to come all this way for an audition. The least this guy can do is hold up his end of the bargain.


In the end, though, Agent Donovan just steps aside and lets him leave. “Don’t count on us to give you a ride back to the airport.”


The guy just laughs. “Dude, I wouldn’t count on you to know what a command prompt is, let alone how to access it, and neither should anyone else in this room.”


He turns and looks straight at me. For a second it seems like he wants to lay into me—into all of us—but he just shakes his head and says, “When something seems too good to be true, it probably is.”


And then he’s gone, closing the door behind him with a firm thud and leaving the rest of us to stare anywhere but at Agent Donovan as we try to figure out what just happened.


As I wait for Agent Donovan to say something, anything, the guy’s words replay over and over again in my head.


When something seems too good to be true, it probably is. When something seems too good to be true, it probably is. When something…


I try to block them out—try to block him out. Because he can’t be right. He just can’t be. I need this to be true too much.


“All right, now that we’ve gotten rid of the deadweight,” Agent Donovan finally says, “grab some snacks off the table in the back, and I’ll show each of you to the rooms where you’ll be working.” He walks to the door and opens it, steps into the hall, and waits for us to pick up drinks or candy bars and follow him like good little soldiers.


Which we do. All five of us.


Just the thought grates a little—I’m not big on making waves for no reason, but I don’t like not knowing what’s going on either. Especially after what just happened. But what else are we supposed to do but follow Agent Donovan wherever he wants to take us?


I need this program and the scholarship it provides way too badly to mess it up just to make a point. Better to keep my head down and my mouth shut, at least until I’ve done what they brought me here to do.


I’m so busy concentrating on the floor and trying to avoid my own thoughts that I bump into one of the other good little soldiers.


The guy jumps a little, then apologizes to me—even though I very clearly bumped into him—with a smile on his face. I smile back. I like him, and the well-trimmed red Mohawk he’s sporting. His badge says his name is Seth Prentiss.


I think about introducing myself, but Agent Donovan is walking fast, his polished mahogany wingtips eating up the hallway one decisive click at a time. He stops suddenly and gestures to a room on his right. “Issa, this is your room. Everything you need to accomplish your task should be in there. If you’re missing anything, you can call me on the number provided inside your folder, or you can improvise.” His tone tells me which of those I should do.


“Thanks,” I answer, opening the door and stepping inside. I turn, start to ask about a password on the computer, but Agent Donovan is already making his way down the hall with the others.


Okay, so no questions and no lifeline. No problem. I’ve been making my own lifelines for a while now. Why should today be any different?


As I move to close the door, another man walks down the hallway. He’s tall and old looking—silver hair, wrinkly face—and if I were somewhere else, I probably wouldn’t even notice him. But considering his suit looks like it cost more than a year of college tuition, I can’t help being interested. I thought government employees didn’t get paid enough to afford clothes like that.


He nods when he notices me staring, but doesn’t say anything. Neither do I. I just watch as he walks by like he owns the place—head up, shoulders back, face totally impassive.


I close the door, then take a moment to stretch out my neck and fingers and look around the room. Everything in it is government-issue gray—the desk, the chair, the carpet, the state-of-the-art Jacento computer, even the walls.


Who paints walls gray, anyway? I wonder as I slowly make my way to the desk. And yes, I’m well aware that I’m stalling. Now that it’s all spread out before me, I’m nervous. Really, really nervous.


Not because of my task—I glanced through the folder when Agent Donovan handed it to me, and I’m pretty sure it’s not going to be a problem—but because so much is riding on this. This offer dropped out of the sky when I needed it most, and if I blow it, then I’ve got nothing.


I’m not going to let that happen, not going to spend the rest of my life like my father, pining for a future that slipped through my fingers. This is my golden ticket, and I’m holding on to it with everything I’ve got.


This thought is the reminder I need, and it steadies me. It also gives me the courage to sit down in the ergonomically correct gray chair.


I flip open the folder, take a few deep breaths, and study the instructions more closely. My nerves settle. Because while there are a lot of big words that make the hack sound super complicated, the truth is, it’s really not. I’ve run this kind of game hundreds of times in hundreds of different systems. It’s all about the code, and I have a bunch of pretty, pretty codes up my sleeves.


Usually I’m all about finesse—I like my hacks to be as stylish as they are effective. But even though it says on the first page in the folder to take our time, that doing it right is more important than doing it fast, I can’t help feeling like this is a race. Four other people are out there, all of whom are probably doing this exact same thing. I don’t want to be the last one in the door—especially when I don’t know how many open spots they have in the program.


With that thought in mind, I turn on the computer. I’ll do whatever it takes to get my shot, even if it means brute-forcing my way into this thing.


The second the screen comes up, I bite back a groan. Seriously? They seriously gave me a computer that runs Windows to do this stuff? It’s bad enough that they don’t have Wi-Fi, that they keep us tethered to Ethernet like a bunch of lamers. But Windows? It’s like they’re some small-town sheriff’s office instead of the freaking CIA.


For a moment I wonder about the practicality of wiping the computer—installing Linux in place of Windows so I can actually do what I need to do with about a million times less hassle. But the clock keeps ticking in the back of my head, and doing that will take waaaaaaay too long, no matter how state of the art the system is.


Maybe that’s part of the test. Windows takes triple the time Linux does because of the way I have to format commands—but maybe that’s what they want. To measure how we do when we’re not in our comfort zone, using equipment that isn’t our own and an operating system that sucks.


The computer is password protected, just as I thought. A quick look through the desk shows that there’s nothing in it at all—they either emptied it out for us or this office is dedicated to auditions and interviews.


The thought makes me even more nervous, and I give up on finding the password and turn my focus instead to breaking in. It’s not the easiest thing to do, but it’s not impossible either—if you know what you’re doing.


I’ve spent years making sure I know exactly what I’m doing.


I strike a few keys, get to the command prompt behind Windows. Then I enter a few lines of code that let me establish a back door into the system. A few more lines of code help the OS recognize the back door, and from there it’s a simple matter to circumvent the password.


“Automagic, baby,” I crow before it registers that they might be recording me. Once it does, I keep my fist pump to myself, but it’s hard. I glance at the clock on the wall—less than five minutes and I’m in.


Once I’ve got control of the system, I write a few lines of code in Python just to test things out. I can program in the C languages and Java, but I much prefer Python since it cuts repetition down to bare bones—and the time saved is totally worth the installation time.


As soon as I’m up and running, I search the network’s IP addresses with my favorite mapping tool, looking for any open ports. Every single server they gave me has at least one open port, and though I have no idea where the servers lead (they’re just blind addresses to me), I spend a minute ranking how easy they are to access based on my own strengths and weaknesses. It’s not foolproof considering I’m not in any of their systems yet, but I’m betting when all is said and done, I’ll only be off by one or two, at most.


I’ve been doing this long enough to know what I’m talking about.


Grabbing a clip from my bag, I push my hair up and out of my eyes. And then I get to work.


I’ve always been a girl who likes a challenge, so I tackle the hardest first.


I start by Burp Suiteing it. I prefer Aircrack-ng, but Windows. Ugh. I bite back a groan and start searching for a point to exploit.


Time begins to fly by, as it always does when I do my thing. The hack is a lot of munching. I didn’t expect to have to do so much exploration when I first saw the gig, but I roll with it, IRPing where I can and patching where I can’t. I eventually hit my groove, and three and a half hours later, I’m Netcatting the last server.


I don’t want to make any mistakes, so I’m taking my time. But it’s hard once I start hearing doors open in the hall. The others are finishing, and I’m still in here, working on this last stupid exploit.


And the exploit is harder than I expect. Still, I stick with it, using my standard Python code to strong-arm a path to where I want to go. But the vulnerability I originally found isn’t nearly as wide open as I thought, and I’m starting to worry I’m going to have to find a zero day—which will take way more time than I’ve got. Hours, or even days.


I’m trying a bunch of different things—codes I’ve written through the years to get me through almost anything—when my phone pings. I want to ignore it, stay buried in what I’m doing, but I can’t.


I swipe it open, and my stomach falls through the floor when I see the text from my sister.


C has fever of 102


Not now, not now. Please not now.


Where’s Dad?


But even as I wait for an answer, I know what she’s going to type. Sure enough:


Dad’s sleeping


Is she drinking water or formula?


No


She’s really hot


God, God, God. Think, Issa, think.


OK. Give her baby Tylenol, from the bathroom cabinet. READ THE DIRECTIONS. I can’t remember how much to give her


Then rub her all over with a cool washcloth and let her stay in her diaper


Try to get three ounces of Pedialyte into her


Text me in forty minutes if she’s not better


Ok


I wait for her to text more, but she doesn’t, and I have a minor freak-out. Since my mom died, my dad’s been kind of out of it… okay, a lot out of it. Which is understandable. I mean, I get it. He takes his wife to the hospital, thinking he’s going to be bringing her and a baby home. Instead, he gets the baby and loses the wife to some freak complication during childbirth.


Within a few months of my mom’s death, my dad stopped working—I’m still not sure if he quit or was fired or is, I hope, on some sort of leave until he snaps out of this depression. All he does most days is sleep. I’ve begged him to see a doctor, to get help for his very obvious depression, but he keeps telling me he just needs time.


I’m not okay with any of this—I wasn’t a few months ago, and I’m not now—but it’s not like I get a choice. There’s a baby to take care of, plus the other kids. And since my dad can’t do the job right now, I do it. Most of the time, anyway.


Today is… an anomaly. Leaving Lettie in charge for the day shouldn’t be a big deal—she’s fifteen and has helped me out a bunch of times. But now Chloe’s sick, and Lettie shouldn’t have to deal with that alone. God. I need to finish this code so I can get out of here and back home.


Forty minutes later, I finally make it through the firewall. From there it only takes a couple of minutes to cover my tracks, blowing up my point of entry and erasing any trace that I was even here. I’m about to shut down when my phone goes off again.


I grab it so fast that I nearly drop it, then shudder in relief when I read what Lettie wrote.


Fever’s down


She just drank some pedialyte


Great! Keep me posted


Make sure you give her next dose of Tylenol on time


Ok


How’s it going


Good


Yay!


How’s everyone else?


Twins are good and so is Ricky


Good. I’ll be home really late tonight but text me if you need anything.


I give myself a second or two to relax after all the drama. Then I shove my phone in my bag before shutting down the computer.


I’ve got this, I tell myself as I make my way down the hall. I’ve got this.
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Harper
(5p3ct3r)


A little thrill of excitement shoots through me as I realize the conference room is empty. I’m the first one done.


That has to count for something, right?


I mean, this is a competition. And the prize is a full ride to the university of my choice, courtesy of the American intelligence community, with a job doing what I love waiting for me when I get out.


Thank you very much, CIA.


Just thinking it feels like a betrayal, considering how difficult the agency usually makes things for people like me. If someone had told me a month ago that I’d be here, tucked up tight in the belly of the beast, I would have called them a liar. And then hacked into their personal stuff just to make a point. Just because I could.


But here I am, soda in one hand and Skittles in the other, all courtesy of the United States government. It feels like a really bad trip… or a really good one. If I make it.


I really, really want to make it.


Being chosen for the program means no more pretending. No more hiding. No more worrying that someone, somewhere, is going to see through my hacks and drag me—kicking and screaming—back into the system.


I’d rather die than be sent to another foster home. Or worse, to one of those group homes where survival of the fittest is more than just a lesson in a biology book.


Keenly aware of the cameras in the corners of the room, I pick my seat carefully. All the way at the far end, back against the wall, with a perfect view of the door. Sure, it puts me right in the middle of both cameras’ range, but that’s the point.


The best place to hide is almost always in plain sight.


I drop my backpack at my feet, rest my soda on the table in front of me, and take out my phone. I pull up a random app, angle the device so the cameras can pick up what I’m doing, then let my thumbs fly as I pretend to be totally absorbed in—I glance at the screen for the first time—a rousing game of Candy Crush.


I lean forward a little, looking to all the world like I’m totally into the game, and let my hair fall into my face just enough to obscure my eyes from view. And then I watch.


There’s a large window opposite me, with a long hallway just beyond it. It’s the hallway I walked down to get here, and it’s the hallway everyone else will have to walk down too. So far it’s empty, but it won’t stay that way for long.


As I wait, eyes trained on that window, I pull my phone in close to shield the screen, all the while keeping up the Candy Crush pretense. Then I key in a second password, one that gets me into a highly encrypted area of my phone that is invisible to anyone who doesn’t know it’s there.


I swipe across another app—one I designed, this time—and let it do its job. Within seconds, it’s identified three bugs strategically placed in the room. I could fry them in a second, but I don’t. No use tipping my hand. Besides, it’s not exactly a surprise that they’re listening to us. It’s what the CIA does.


I’m just closing out of the program when Silver Spoon steps into the hallway. According to his name tag, his name is Ezra Hernandez, but with his designer clothes and state-of-the-art everything, my nickname fits him better.


Everything about him is arrogant as hell—his walk, his eyes, even the way he talks. He’s got life by the balls, and he knows it. Everyone else knows it too.


He opens the door with a triumphant flourish, eyes sweeping the room. He pauses when his gaze lands on me, an indecipherable look crossing his face before the conquering-hero smile is fixed firmly in place.


“You’re fast,” he says, sauntering across the room toward me.


I’ve got a million answers to that on the tip of my tongue, but thinking them and saying them are two very different things. So I just nod.


“The equipment was stellar, though, right?” he continues. “My setup at home is pretty sweet, but this next-gen Jacento stuff is a whole different level.”


“I didn’t use it.”


One of his brows goes up in that way you only read about in books. It’s sexy, I suppose, but it only makes me distrust him more. Never trust a guy who’s that good-looking. Best advice I ever got—even if I gave it to myself.


“You didn’t use it? Why not?”


“I’ve got my own kit.” I nod to the backpack at my feet. “I like it.”


Which is true, but it’s also true that I don’t trust anyone else’s system. Ever. Call me paranoid, but paranoia is better than prison. Second-best advice I ever gave myself.


“Yeah, but…”


His eyes light up as Snow White walks in. Of course they do. These two speak the same language, and I don’t mean C++.


“Hey, Alika.” Silver Spoon waves casually. If Silver Spoon can’t be trusted because of his looks, the same goes for Snow White and then some. She’s hands down the most perfect-looking girl I’ve ever seen in real life.


“Hey.” She too does a quick sweep of the room, then smiles at us. That it’s a genuine smile doesn’t surprise me. That it’s meant for both of us does. Then again, Snow White has no reason to fear the competition. Her designer clothes make it obvious she doesn’t need this job the way I do.


“Three down, two to go, huh?” She plops into the chair across from mine.


“Four down.” I nod toward the door just as Issa walks in. I don’t have a nickname for her yet, but I’m thinking of going with Buffy. With her affinity for nineties fashion, she’s certainly got the look of the vampire slayer from the old TV show. And the attitude.


She doesn’t bother to check out the room, just heads straight for us. She takes the seat one over from me, flannel-clad arms folded over her chest and legs stretched out in front of her. She’s got a pretty impressive resting bitch face and more holes in her jeans than I have encryptions on my phone. I like her more than I should.


The same can’t be said for Silver Spoon.


“Don’t feel bad about coming in fourth, Issa,” he tells her in a tone that says pretty much the opposite. “At least you aren’t last.”


“Nothing to feel bad about. After all, genius takes time.” She shoots him a look that would have made a less arrogant guy crumble on the spot. “Then again, so do a lot of things. You sure you want to keep bragging about how fast you are?”


“Hey, I’ve got no shame about coming in second out of five.” But his cheeks flush just a little.


“Haven’t you heard?” she shoots back. And yep, I’m definitely going with Buffy. At the moment she looks like she would love nothing more than to drive a stake straight through Silver Spoon’s Armani-loving heart. “There are no points for second place.”


He just laughs, though. “That’s the worst Top Gun impression I’ve ever heard.”


She looks at him, baffled, and I’m about to explain the scene—Silver Spoon isn’t the only one here who loves old movies—when the door crashes open.


It’s the first time I’ve been caught unawares since we got here, and the fact that Mad Max—who looks like a character from the movie, with his flaming red Mohawk and bright green skinny jeans—is the one to do it blows me away. I can’t help but watch in astonishment as he skitters across the room, all nervous energy and abundant enthusiasm.


“You’re last, Seth.” Silver Spoon’s look is pure superiority.


But Mad Max isn’t biting. “Nothing wrong with saving the best for last, baby.” Buffy reaches over and fist-bumps him. I’m definitely not the only one Silver Spoon irritates.


“What’s with you and the superiority complex?” she asks. “You came in second. That means Harper or Alika beat you.”


I suck in a breath so fast that I nearly choke. And when Buffy holds up a fist for me to bump, I freeze. I’m not used to people knowing my name, let alone talking about me. It’s how I like it—easier to fly under the radar if no one knows you exist. But I can’t just leave her hanging either. Not when she’s standing up to Silver Spoon, something I’ve been wanting to do since I got here.


Long seconds pass before I drop my phone into my lap and awkwardly press my knuckles against hers.


“How do we even know it was a race?” Mad Max asks, eyes trying to conceal either laughter or indignation. Or both. It’s hard to tell because, for all his easygoing attitude, his eyes are as shuttered as mine. “Maybe I just got the hardest task.”


“Yeah, right,” Silver Spoon replies with an eye roll. “Because the CIA is going to give the hardest job to a guy who looks like a matchstick.”


“You never know. I had to crack through triple encryption and design a kick-ass sniffer to hit the payload. Not to mention duplicate a double hash—that’s one hundred and twenty-eight characters, for those of you used to playing in the kiddie pool.”


Buffy fakes a yawn. “Is that all? I had to brute-force my way into—”


“Maybe we shouldn’t be talking about this.” Snow White speaks up for the first time.


“What do you mean?” Mad Max’s brows hit his hairline.


I get his incredulity. I mean, this is what hackers do when we get together. We brag about what we cracked and how we cracked it. We can’t tell anyone else—at least not if we don’t want to end up in prison—so the whole tale-swapping thing is a time-honored tradition.


But at the same time, I’m totally aware of the three bugs in the room and what they mean. I’m trying to think of a way to tell the rest of them without giving anything away to the CIA when I catch sight of Agent Donovan through the window. He’s practically sprinting down the hallway toward us, and I can’t help wondering if his sudden appearance is because he doesn’t like that we’re showing and telling.


“I just think the CIA probably expects discretion from us,” Snow White continues. “Maybe the next step is—”


Agent Donovan pushes open the door. “Hey, hey, the gang’s all here,” he jokes as he heads our way.


Silver Spoon fakes a little laugh—of course he does—but the rest of us just kind of stare at Agent Donovan, waiting to see what he’ll say. He’s got our futures in his hands, and suddenly the butterflies in my stomach feel an awful lot like pterodactyls.


“First of all, I’d like to thank all of you for coming today. We’re just getting started going over your work, but I can tell you we like what we see so far. Do any of you guys have questions for me?”


I wait for the others to speak up, but no one does. Which means—no matter how much I hate it—I’m going to have to. Because I really, really want to know. “How long before we’ll know if we’re accepted into the program?”


“Three or four weeks, probably.”


Four weeks feels like forever when my whole future hangs in the balance. I’m trying not to show my disappointment, but I must not be doing a very good job because Mad Max bumps his knee against mine in an unmistakable gesture of comfort. It doesn’t lessen my disappointment, but it does comfort me more than I expect. He may look like a human matchstick, but he seems like a really good guy.


“Any other questions?” Agent Donovan asks. When no one else says anything, he continues, “Okay, then. You’ve all got your plane tickets. There’s a car downstairs that will take you back to the airport. Feel free to help yourselves to the food we’ve stocked in the back for you.” He starts ushering us toward the door.


“That’s it?” Buffy asks, a little incredulously.


“That’s it,” he answers crisply. “Except, of course, I’m sure you all understand that we expect you to keep what you did here today completely confidential. Even from each other. You may have only been running simulations, but the work we do here is serious. We need to keep it under wraps. Understand?”


We all nod like good little girls and boys, but I can’t help glancing at Snow White. And I realize the others are looking at her too. Does she know about the bugs too? Is she just better at this than the rest of us? Or is she just a really good guesser?


I’m still pondering the answers to my questions when we climb into the back of the limo. Seems like a huge waste of taxpayer dollars, shuttling us back and forth from the airport in a limo, but then, they did pay to fly us all here. Renting a limo for a day is probably nothing.


For a second, just a second, I think of the guy who walked out—Owen, I think his name tag said. He warned us about things being too good to be true, and as I settle into the luxurious interior of the limo, I can’t help wondering if he was right. Is this all just a little too much?


I don’t want him to be right, though, so I shove the thought out of my mind and concentrate on what’s going on around me instead.


There’s a stack of boxed lunches—or dinners, considering the time—next to the mini bar and Mad Max whoops when he sees them. He passes one to everybody, then digs in to his before the limo is even moving. Silver Spoon and Buffy do the same.


Snow White and I exchange a look, and though we both open our boxes, neither of us makes a move to eat anything. I’m too nervous about the three to four weeks we’ve got to wait to even attempt eating, and I wonder if that’s her problem too. She may not need to make this program the way I do, but she obviously wants it.


Suddenly, Silver Spoon asks, “Anybody else think it strange that Agent Donovan warned us not to talk about anything, then put us all in the back of a limo together? I mean, it’s the CIA. They could have arranged for us all to go separately.”


“Maybe this is still part of the test,” Mad Max tells him. “Maybe the limo’s bugged, and they’re waiting to see what we do.”


“Maybe. Or maybe it’s…” He looks like he’s trying to find the right words.


“The Usual Suspects,” I contribute, figuring that since he likes old movies, he’ll get it even if no one else does.


I’m right. “You think?” he says, his eyes suddenly locked on mine.


“What’s that?” Buffy asks, her fingers already flying over her screen. “A 1995 movie—seriously, you two need to update your viewing choices—where a group of criminals are all left together in one jail cell in the hope that they’ll take the bait and bond together to carry out a crime.” She looks up, incredulous. “You really think that’s what this is about? They want us to talk about what we did?”


“I don’t know what I think,” Silver Spoon answers. “I’m just throwing ideas out there.”


“Well, stop.” Snow White closes her box and drops it on the floor.


“Stop?” He looks at her like he can’t believe she just said that.


“Yes, stop. Agent Donovan told us not to talk about anything we did, and I’m going to take him at his word. I want to get into this program, and I’m not going to blow it just because the rest of you can’t follow directions.”


“Hey! What did I do?” Mad Max squawks. “I’m just sitting here eating my sandwich. It’s those three that are going all conspiracy theory over there.”


“Way to sell us out, matchstick boy,” Buffy tells him with a roll of her eyes.


“I just call ’em like I see ’em.”


“Yeah, well, so do I. And—as much as it pains me—I agree with Ezra on this. Why put us together if they don’t want us to talk?” Buffy asks.


“But what’s there to talk about?” Snow White suddenly looks agitated as she runs her hands through her long dark hair. “We ran a bunch of simulations for them. So what?”


“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” Silver Spoon replies.


“Yeah, well, do us all a favor, Ezra, and figure it out yourself.” She opens her purse and pulls out a pair of pristine white earbuds. “I’ve got better things to do.”


After putting in the earbuds and swiping her fingers across her phone a few times, she leans her head back against the seat. Closes her eyes.


And leaves the rest of us staring uneasily at one another as we try to figure out just what—if anything—we’ve suddenly become a part of.















3



Issa
(Pr1m4 D0nn4)


“It’s kind of weird that we’re on the same flight home, isn’t it?” Seth asks as he shoves half a Snickers bar down his throat. “I mean, we couldn’t have been on the same flight in, because you said your flight was late and mine was definitely on time. Weird we’d end up on the same flight home after being on different flights here.…”


I swear, there hasn’t been more than ten minutes all day when he wasn’t eating something. I’m pretty sure Freud would have a field day with his oral fixation.


“I don’t see what’s so weird about it,” I tell him as I step into an empty row and prepare to take the window seat. This morning was the first time I’d ever been on an airplane, and I was too scared to take the window then. Now, I can’t wait to watch as we barrel down the runway before gradually pulling up through the clouds. If this flight goes as smoothly as my first, I’m pretty sure flying might unseat hacking as my second favorite activity in the world. Cuddling Chloe is still first, but then, she’s pretty much the cutest baby on the planet.


As I shove my backpack under the seat, I realize Seth is still talking, babbling on about fate versus coincidence. I want to tell him it’s neither—that we’re on the same plane bound for Southwest’s Houston hub because he lives in Austin and I live in San Antonio—but lashing out at him would feel an awful lot like kicking a puppy, so I just nod along and pray he decides to keep moving.


I know it’s a pipe dream even as the thought crosses my mind, and sure enough, Seth joins me in the row before I can so much as fumble my seat belt on. He even goes so far as to plant himself in the middle seat, in an obvious commitment to our newfound friendship.


Lucky, lucky me.


Something tells me Seth isn’t the type to let three hours pass in silence. I barely resist the urge to snicker. Who am I kidding? He’s not the type to let three minutes pass in silence. I can feel my plans to sleep once the plane is in the air slipping away.


Sure enough, once he’s settled, he pulls out a pack of M&M’s and offers me some—seriously, it’s like he’s got Willy Wonka’s entire factory in his ridiculous backpack.


I just shake my head, bemused, but he grins. “Oh, come on. I saw you earlier—I know you’re a blue M&M girl. I won’t even say anything if you want to dig through and pick out only the blue ones.”


“Wow, you’re observant,” I answer, taking the pack because it feels like I’d be rejecting him if I didn’t. And while normally I’m okay with that, he’s trying so hard that I just can’t. Instead, I comb through the pack until I pick out seven blues.


So sue me; I have siblings who take their M&M’s very seriously. I’m usually lucky if I get the last one in the pack—and it’s almost never blue.


I hold up my palm, which is full of the small chocolate candies. “This is some serious friendship right here.”


“No doubt,” he agrees, and damn if there isn’t something completely endearing in the look he gives me. I find myself responding despite my best intentions. I mean, I don’t have a lot of time for friends—what with school and hacking and taking care of four kids under the age of ten, plus Lettie—but if I did, I think I’d like to have Seth as a friend. He’s sweet and good, and I’m pretty sure that with him what you see is what you get. He’s not boyfriend material, but that’s a good thing considering I swore off boys eleven months ago.


“So, what do you think of this whole CIA program thing?” he stage-whispers after ingesting two handfuls of candy.


I kind of want to ask if he’s planning on telling the entire plane what we spent the day doing—his whispers are like normal people’s shouts—but he’s holding out three more blue M&M’s, and I just don’t have it in me.


We talk for a few more minutes as the rest of the plane gets settled—mostly about the many, many ways that Austin is cooler than San Antonio—and then we’re barreling down the runway before I can even prepare for it.


Within seconds we’re airborne, and less than a minute after that we’re pulling through the lower levels of clouds. I watch, fascinated, wishing Chloe was here—she’s got a fluffy white cat Lettie and I bought her right after she was born, and she loves the thing so much. She’d squeal the second she saw the clouds, then try to pat them the way she does her cat. It would be so adorable.


But we’ve barely made it through the clouds—Seth babbling on about some music festival he went to a few weeks ago in Austin—when the plane drops several feet.


A few gasps echo through the cabin, mine included, as we start bumping up and down. I remind myself that air travel is completely safe, that the plane we’re in is an Airbus, which means they’re probably running an Integrity OS on the in-flight comps. And since Integrity is one of the best and most secure systems, running an encryption system so good it’s pretty much unhackable—I should know, I tried before I ever agreed to get on a plane to L.A.—we’re good to go. Especially since the military runs it in a lot of their planes because it more than meets the standards set forth in the DO-178B.


The plane drops again—even a sweet OS like Integrity can’t control turbulence, I guess—and seconds later, the captain’s voice comes over the loudspeaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, it looks like we’re going to be in for some turbulence for the next several minutes. Please make sure your seat belts are fastened and that you remain in your seats. Sorry for the inconvenience, and I’ll do what I can to steer us out of it as soon as possible.”


The plane drops one more time, and suddenly the second flight of my life doesn’t seem like such fun. State-of-the-art in-flight computers or not, I’m in what amounts to a tin can in the sky. The precariousness of our position hits home as the plane starts to buck and rock.


My hands grab on to the armrests of their own volition, my fingernails digging in as I try to keep the plane in the air through sheer will alone.


“You know, the chance of turbulence bringing down an airplane is really slim,” Seth says, and this time when he speaks, his voice is low and soothing.


“I know,” I answer him. But that knowledge doesn’t have me relaxing my grip on our shared armrest one little bit.


Slowly, he pries my fingers away. “You’re going to hurt yourself,” he says, and I realize I’ve actually broken a nail on the stupid thing. Not that I have long nails—because hacker, please—but still… my hands actually hurt from how tight I was squeezing.


Seth pats my hand. “It’s going to be okay,” he tells me, and he sounds confident even though the plane’s bouncing around like a basketball at the NBA championship.


I’m too busy trying not to freak out to answer him.


The turbulence continues, and we sit like that for a couple of minutes, with him patting my hand and me pretending I’m anywhere but in a really big tin can that could crash at any second.


“So,” he finally asks, “have you heard the Harry Styles album?”


“Excuse me?” Not even fear of imminent death can keep the horror out of my voice.


“Harry Styles? ‘Sign of the Times’? ‘Two Ghosts’?”


“Do I look like a One Direction fan to you?” I demand, a little breathless and even more outraged.


Seth shrugs. “I’m a One Direction fan. But Harry Styles’s solo stuff is more glam anyway—like David Bowie meets Lana Del Rey. It’s one of my favorite albums of the past couple of years.”


I just stare at him. “I can’t believe we’re actually having this conversation.”


“Oh, don’t tell me you’re a music snob!” He genuinely looks like I’ve just admitted to sacrificing kittens under a full moon.


“Good music is good music,” I answer. “Nothing snobbish about that.”


“Exactly!”


Because I still have a death grip on his hand, Seth rests his phone on his knee and starts scrolling through it. Seconds later, he’s holding out his earbuds for me.


I shake my head and try not to roll my eyes. “I’m good, thanks.”


“What? Afraid you’ll be proven wrong?”


“More like afraid I’ll go into a sugar coma from all the sweetness.”


“Hey, now, don’t be music-ist!” he scolds me.


“Music-ist?”


“Yeah, you know. Prejudiced against music.”


Now I’m just appalled. “Seriously, Harry Styles? Aren’t you afraid they’ll revoke your man card?”


“I’m secure enough in my masculinity that I think I can handle it.” He holds out the earbud again. “Now come on. Try it.”


It’s pretty obvious he isn’t going to give up on this, so I sigh and make a big deal of taking one of the stupid earbuds and putting it in my right ear. He grins at me, face close, and puts the second one in his left ear. He hits Play, and I brace myself for bubblegum pop.


What comes on instead is a slow, soulful ballad. I turn to look at Seth, eyes wide, and he just grins at me, mouthing Told ya.


We listen to the whole thing through, twice, and when it’s done, I can’t help saying, “Okay, you win.”


“I always do,” he answers.


“Now who’s being jerk-ist?” I joke.


“Jerk-ist means I’m prejudiced against jerks. I’m actually totally okay with that.”


I roll my eyes. “You really don’t quit, do you?”


“Never.” He grins. “It’s part of my charm.”


“Just keep telling yourself that.”


“I plan on it.”


Suddenly, the captain comes on and says, “Okay, folks, we’ve been out of the turbulence for a couple of minutes, so I’m going to turn off the fasten seat belts sign so you can move about the cabin. Please remember to keep your seat belts fastened when you’re seated.”


Seth slowly releases my hand, and that’s when it finally hits me that he’s been distracting me all along. “Thanks,” I tell him softly.


He just smiles that ridiculous grin of his. “Anytime.” Then he pulls out a pack of Twix and offers me one.


I take it without comment. And can’t help thinking that maybe being friends with this guy isn’t the worst move in the world.
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