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            To Grace & Harper,

the two greatest stories I will ever help write.

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      
         
      
    

         
            air gap noun

            
               	the virtual space between

        a secure computer and an

        unsecured network, such as the

        internet; defined by the absence

        of any connection ever made with

        the secure device

         

               	the bubble surrounding

        virgin technology; any laptop,

        smartphone, or tablet that hasn’t

        popped its internet cherry

         

               	a safe space but just one

        connection away from total chaos
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         April 1st of my freshman year, I saw something I will never unsee. That was the day Jordan Bishop walked into the Haver High cafeteria and set himself on fire. And even though it was April Fools’ Day, it was no joke.

         The kid soaked himself in gasoline and lit a match.

         On purpose.

         And the sickest part is he didn’t even die right away. A lunch monitor shot him with a fire extinguisher until he was covered in foam, and two days later, at the hospital, his parents took him off life support.

         For weeks, whenever I closed my eyes, I would see a Jordan-shaped wall of flames behind my eyelids. But I was lucky, because I was at the other end of the cafeteria and only saw fire. Kids who were closer saw what the fire did to him, so they’ll all be messed up pretty much forever.

         We spent the rest of the semester awkwardly avoiding the burn marks in the linoleum and pretending to be surprised that someone at our school could be treated so terribly that he wanted to off himself. When classes started back up in the fall, the cafeteria had a new floor, and every wall in every hallway had a fire-engine red No Bully Zone sign. To the credit of the Haver High student body, some of the signs hadn’t even been vandalised yet.

         Exactly one year to the day after Jordan Bishop’s fire show, I was bleeding under one of those signs in the second-floor East Wing bathroom.

         I had felt Malcolm’s fist before it hit my face. That moment just before impact was an instant that lasted an eternity, and when Malcolm’s knuckles finally connected with my eye socket, I almost welcomed it, because then at least the suspense was over.

         Now I was on the floor next to a urinal, pain exploding over my left eye.

         Malcolm crouched down and leaned in close until his red hair and freckled face filled my vision. It was some kind of biological joke that a guy like Malcolm Mahoney would get a spray of spots on his cheeks and nose that made him look perpetually twelve years old and innocent.

         ‘You saw nothing, got it?’

         He was right about that. I hadn’t seen anything at all.

         He raised his fist again, and I braced for another blow. But at the last second, he opened his thick fingers and gripped one side of my head, pushing me over into the urinal.

         ‘Did you hear me?’ 

         I gagged as my cheek pressed against the dirty porcelain. I’d have preferred another punch.

         ‘I heard you,’ I groaned through my teeth.

         Heard you pressuring that girl to hurry up and pee on the stick. Heard you accusing her of skipping her birth control pills.

         Really, this was partially my fault – well, mine and the bathroom door’s. The door of the East Wing toilets always took an annoyingly long time to close, and when it finally did seal shut, it made this heavy suction sound that echoed off all the porcelain and tile.

         In hindsight, that meant I had ample time to exit the boys’ room as soon as I heard a girl’s voice, and I definitely should have turned around and walked out when I recognised Malcolm’s voice in the stall with her.

         But instead I stood there listening like a creep until the door betrayed me with its big bang. The second Malcolm heard it, he’d flown from the stall, ushering the girl out with one hand while the other slammed me against the wall.

         Pro tip for the physically inferior and/or socially awkward nerdling: When questioned by the big dude with the fists about how much you overheard, do not parrot it all back to him.

         Malcolm increased the pressure on my skull. ‘If you tell anyone about this, you will be in even deeper shit than I am.’

         Unless the name on her paternity test comes up Eli Bennett instead of Malcolm Mahoney, I highly doubt it.

         But I kept the thought to myself. Even if I’d wanted to share it out loud, I was too afraid to open my mouth again, for fear of letting something disgusting in. I was so close to the urinal’s deodorizing cake I was practically eating it.

         A whimper of a sound escaped my lips, and I hated how small and pathetic it made me feel. But it was also effective. Malcolm released me finally and tilted back on his heels, apparently satisfied he’d made his point. When he spoke again, his tone was almost conversational.

         ‘Consider this your sex-ed lesson for the day.’ He knotted his hair with his fist, looking smaller than usual for a second, before he seemed to remember who he was talking to. He laughed and slugged me on the shoulder. ‘Not that you’d know anything about that, right, Bennett?’

         I managed not to roll my eyes, thanks to the newly tenderised area around the left socket.

         Malcolm stood up and brushed his hands on his jeans, as if he’d contaminated them by touching me. Maybe he thought my virginity was contagious. ‘I’ll be checking in on you,’ he said. ‘Just to make sure you remember this is our little secret.’ 

         ‘Looking forward to it,’ I answered. I held up my hand in the two-finger salute I’d learned back in Cub Scouts and held it there until he stood and turned his back to me. When the bathroom door slammed shut behind him, my hand twisted into the one-finger salute I had also learned in Scouts.

         Malcolm assumed because I looked a certain way – skinny and slouchy in a uniform of wrinkled jeans and perpetually messy hair – that I must be a book nerd, just like I assumed because he wore sleeveless muscle Ts and had a tribal tattoo on his upper arm that he must be a prick. The difference was, in his case, I was right.

         As for me, I was more computer-nerd than book-nerd.

         In two years of high school, I had barely cracked a book. And barely was all it took at Haver. I was acing all my classes, save one, with minimum effort. But I had no complaints about being unchallenged. I spent most of my waking hours on my laptop, and schoolwork would only be a distraction. Besides, I’d never really had the patience for reading. Some might argue it takes more patience to spend hours in front of a screen coding, but that was different – mainly because I could do it with music blaring through my headphones and Red Bull in my veins.

         Although at the moment I was wishing I’d spent a little less time programming and a little more time learning how to block a punch.

         With a groan, I started to peel myself off the floor, but a flushing toilet startled me back onto my ass. I scrambled, unthinking, into the nearest stall and slammed the door shut.

         I hadn’t realised anyone else was in there. I’d just assumed Malcolm had checked the stalls, but no way could he miss the orange-and-blue Adidas now squeaking across the bathroom tiles.

         I dragged myself up onto the toilet, half-embarrassed that this kid had heard me getting my ass kicked and half-worried he would tattle about what he’d heard. I willed the orange-and-blue shoes to move faster, to speed up this awkward moment, but instead they stopped right in front of my stall.

         I closed my eyes. Great, a do-gooder. Probably wants to take me to the nurse – or worse, he’ll want to tell someone about the girl. If Malcolm’s secret got out, he’d never believe it wasn’t me.

         I waited for the kid to say something, but a split second later, all I heard was more squeaking – not his shoes this time but something else. I crouched down to the floor and tipped my head to see under the stall door. His bright Adidas pointed toward the sinks, but there was no running water, no pull of towels from the dispenser, only the squeak – not quite fingernails-on-a-chalkboard awful but still enough to give me the chills. Then the sound suddenly stopped, and the kid and his shoes moved toward the door.

         When I was finally alone, I flushed the toilet out of habit and stepped out of the stall to check out the damage to my face. Only it wasn’t my reflection I saw in the mirror. It was a smear of black marker scrawled across the reflective surface.

         01000001 01100100 01110010 01100101 01110011 01110100 01101001 01100001

         It would have looked like gibberish to most people, but my brain instantly clicked into gear, translating. It was basic binary – obviously just letters – but I only knew the first one at a glance, a capital A. The others would take me a few minutes to work out, but the more pressing riddle was why the guy left the note at all – and in code I could read. Did he know me? And if so, why didn’t he help me out instead of tucking up his feet and hiding on a toilet like a coward?

         Better a coward than a cliché, getting my ass kicked in the boys’ room by the school thug.

         A warning bell blared through the East Wing, and I was out of time for translating. I snapped a photo of the mirror with my phone, then used a wet paper towel to wipe away the message. Or more like smear it around. I only had a minute, and I had to get myself cleaned up too.

         Despite the throbbing pain around my eye, there wasn’t much visible damage. My T-shirt looked worse. I didn’t know exactly how it had happened, but the seam along the shoulder had split and was now gaping open. I untied the hoodie from around my waist and threw it on to cover up the tear. The shirt would go in the trash when I got home. If Misty saw it in the laundry, she might mention it to Dad, and that was a conversation I did not plan on having.

         Out in the hall, kids ran in both directions, hustling to their next class. I wove through the crowd, my eyes on their feet, but I didn’t see any orange-and-blue Adidas.
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         A few minutes later, I joined a crush of sophomores funneling through the double doors into the auditorium. I spotted Zach at the centre of a long row and climbed over a line of my complaining classmates before dropping into the seat next to him.

         ‘Whoa, Eli, your face,’ he greeted me.

         So maybe the damage was a little visible after all. Shit. I’d have to think of something to tell Dad.

         ‘I think I just got beat up,’ I said in a low voice. It dawned on me as I said it, and I felt a strange sense of pride, like I had survived some rite of passage. ‘No, yeah, I definitely just got beat up.’

         Zach’s eyes widened in alarm. ‘What? Who? Where? Why?’

         ‘Malcolm Mahoney. In the bathroom. Just now.’

         The why was a little less clear.

         ‘He snuck some girl in there to …’ I lowered my voice. ‘To take a pregnancy test, and he got all freaked out that I would tell someone.’

         ‘Which you just did,’ Zach pointed out. 

         ‘Yeah, but that doesn’t count.’

         ‘Because you tell me everything.’

         That wasn’t entirely true. I might be shit at keeping Malcolm Mahoney’s secret, but I’d gotten pretty good at keeping my own.

         ‘Zach,’ I said, pausing to let my next words sink in. ‘Malcolm Mahoney is going to have offspring.’

         His eyes widened in mock horror. ‘Mini Malcolms?’

         We both shuddered.

         The shudder dissolved into laughter as the auditorium lights flickered on and off – a warning to all rowdy teens to get settled.

         ‘I can’t believe he hit you.’ Zach blew a flop of hair out of his eye, and it fell right back. ‘What did it feel like?’

         I thought about that for a minute. Maybe I’d blacked out or something, but I couldn’t recall how the actual punch felt – only the moment before it.

         ‘Like an air gap,’ I said.

         ‘Huh?’

         ‘Right before he hit me, it was all still and then … pow!’

         ‘Right.’ Zach nodded, because only my best friend and fellow coding geek would understand how plugging a secure computer into the internet for the first time is similar to being punched in the face.

         ‘I should really punch him back,’ I said. ‘Punch a hole right through his firewall and turn his hard drive to mush.’

         My strange pride from a moment ago was sinking into an emotion closer to that time I peed my pants on the playground in first grade. I wanted Malcolm Mahoney to feel the same way. Like a worthless chump.

         ‘Or we could change all his social media icons to big, hairy butt cheeks,’ Zach suggested.

         I laughed, but I knew Zach would never really do that. He had the potential to be the most skilled hacker I’d ever met in real life, but he was too proud for pranks and too scared of committing a crime. He had no problem obeying even the most ridiculous cyberlaws.

         And that’s why I had my secrets.

         The auditorium lights dimmed, and Principal Givens took the stage to say a few things about respect and remembrance. When he stepped away, a surge of dreary music accompanied a montage of photos on a giant projector screen – each one featuring Jordan Bishop.

         The memorial was mandatory for the entire sophomore class. I guess they assumed, since we were in the same grade, that we’d all been friends with him and would want to basically have his funeral all over again every year.

         Look, I didn’t have anything against the guy, I just didn’t know him very well. I knew him the way anyone named Bennett knows someone named Bishop. We got seated in adjacent desks in first grade. It never really evolved from there. And considering half the kids in the auditorium used to call him ‘trailer trash,’ all this pageantry seemed a little phony.

         Tragedy porn, Dad called it. And that was one thing Dad and I could agree on.

         There had been a lot of it right afterward. People gathered at parks and lit candles and sang songs and cried for this Jordan guy they’d never even met. And not just here in Haver – not even just in Iowa. Misty said her sister went to a vigil for Jordan down in Florida too.

         I wished Misty would go back to Florida – back to that strip club where Dad found her and should have left her.

         My eyes wandered around the auditorium and spotted the TV cameras along a side aisle – just a few photographers and only one reporter, who looked bored. It was nothing like before, when big, boxy trucks with splashy CNN and Fox News logos were all over Haver. Famous reporters ate in our diners and slept in our motels for weeks. It was cool for a while, but it was also kind of a relief when they finally packed up and left – like the whole town let out a great big sigh.

         I leaned over to Zach, who was not-so-discreetly texting instead of mourning.

         ‘Check this out,’ I whispered. I tugged my phone out of my pocket and pulled up the picture of the bathroom-mirror scrawl.

         He cupped a hand over the screen to mute the glow and read the numbers.

         ‘Adrestia? What’s that?’

         ‘Hey, you spoiled it! I didn’t have a chance to work it out yet.’ I shook my head, impressed and annoyed at the same time. Sometimes I wondered if binary was Zach’s first language. And who even needed it anymore? It was just a show-off thing to know.

         ‘It’s a message. Someone left it for me in the bathroom,’ I said.

         Zach raised an eyebrow. ‘Say what now?’

         ‘In the bathroom with Malcolm … someone else was there too.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘No idea. They left before I could see who it was.’

         A girl one row back scolded us with a ‘shush,’ and I waited until the music swelled before I spoke again.

         ‘Adrestia. Do you think it’s a name? Like maybe … a girl’s name?’ I asked hopefully.

         To Zach’s credit, he didn’t laugh out loud, but he didn’t feed my ego either. ‘Sure. A girl hanging out in the boys’ bathroom just waiting to send you a coded message of nothing but her name.’ 

         ‘Okay, it’s not a girl,’ I conceded.

         Malcolm had been right about one thing. When it came to girls, Zach and I had no game.

         And apparently we had no tact either. Or at least that’s what the girl behind us leaned forward to tell us just then.

         I managed to keep my trap shut as a string of students stepped up to the microphone to say kind things about Jordan. It didn’t sound like any of them were really his friends – more like nice kids the teachers picked to recite a few anecdotes about how he was a good student with a gentle soul. I cringed. This stuff was so generic it was almost worse than the insults kids used to hurl at him. And I only heard what they said to his face. Word is, the truly terrible stuff happened online. I couldn’t imagine what people could say to make a guy want to kill himself, but whatever it was, it had to be even worse than taking a hit from Malcolm Mahoney.

         Onstage, a girl was rattling off a list of things Jordan might have been had he lived. MIT student, future rocket scientist, world changer. No pressure. I racked my brain, trying to recall whether Jordan had ever struck me as a math or science genius. He was definitely in all my advanced classes, but it was hard to imagine the quiet kid in the back of the class as one of Haver’s rising stars. 

         It occurred to me then that I, too, was that guy acing most of my classes from the back row. Maybe, like me, Jordan wasn’t that interested in MIT or any other university. Just because someone got good grades didn’t mean their future was ivy-covered. It was so narrow-minded, thinking college was the be-all, end-all. Zach and I had other plans. We were going to develop a game or some other app and sell it for a gazillion dollars before we graduated. We’d made the pact two years ago. We were going to get started any day now.

         As if she could read my mind, the girl onstage concluded by saying Jordan’s death should be a reminder to not put things off and to start chasing our dreams right now. I slumped down in my seat, wondering what dreams had gone up in flames along with Jordan.

         
            *

         

         ‘Eli.’ Zach nudged my arm. ‘Come on. It’s over.’

         I lifted my head to see students standing and stretching all around me. A tiny bit of drool pooled at the corner of my mouth told me I’d dozed off, and a scowl from the girl behind us told me I may have also been snoring.

         Zach slung his backpack on his shoulder and kicked my foot. ‘Time to face the doom.’ 

         I groaned. The ‘doom’ was Spanish – the one subject I couldn’t breeze my way through.

         Acing Calculus was all about finishing homework assignments, which I did in the halls before class; internet spoilers are your friend for fudging the details of a book you didn’t read for Advanced Lit; and I temporarily could cram enough facts about wars and revolutions into my brain to ace an American History exam.

         But Spanish? Damn. There’s just no way around the memorisation. It took more time than I was willing to spend, and it was showing in my grade. Today would be extra awful, since we were getting our vocab quizzes back. I looked away from the students shuffling up the auditorium aisles to the row of adults lingering down by the stage.

         ‘Maybe we could stay and talk to one of the counselors …’

         ‘Oh wow, that is low,’ Zach said. ‘You’re going to squeeze out some fake tears just to get out of Spanish?’

         ‘I would squeeze Marty Johnson’s back zits to get out of Spanish.’

         Zach gagged and laughed at the same time, and I joined him, even though I was only half-kidding.

         
            *

         

         Señora Vega didn’t waste any time delivering the bad news. She passed out the quizzes right away and didn’t make eye contact when she placed mine facedown on the desk. I guess she was trying to spare me the humiliation, but I could see the red F burning through the page. I leaned over my desk casually, trying to look bored, and made my arm a shield so Zach couldn’t see when I turned the paper.

         Señora Vega had filled in the spaces I’d left blank, which was about half of them, and in the margins, she had crossed out my scribbled, I don’t know and I’m sorry! notes and translated them to No lo sé and ¡Lo siento!

         The only English on the page was a note below the F.  

         See me after class. 
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         I slipped out the side door after school, avoiding the parking lot where Malcolm and his thug friends would be hanging. Truthfully, I was avoiding Zach too. I wasn’t really in the mood to recap this shitty day.

         I pulled my oversize headphones out of my bag and turned up the volume on a song with a heavy drumbeat to drown out the after-school sounds of chatting students who hadn’t gotten a bathroom beating or a lecture from a teacher today. I didn’t want to hear them, and I wished I couldn’t see them, either.

         But then I noticed something that made me glad for my twenty-twenty vision.

         Isabel Ortega.

         She was leaning against a bike rack in a pink T-shirt that creased where it pulled tight across her chest and jeans that hung low on her hips.

         Seriously, it should be illegal for girls to be shaped like that.

         She was alone, probably waiting for some lucky guy, braiding her long dark hair in a bored sort of way. And she was right in my path. 

         I turned down my music the way people do when they’re driving past a car crash, like somehow the lower volume will help you better assess a tricky situation. But I kept my headphones on so it wouldn’t be too awkward when I walked right by her without saying anything.

         Because what could I possibly say to Isabel Ortega? I love the way you pronounce your name, EE-sah-bell. It turns me on when I hear you speaking Spanish to your friends, because your language is as beautiful as you are, and oh, by the way, I’m flunking because I can’t figure it out. Lo siento.

         I ducked my head as I approached the bike rack, partly to avoid making eye contact with Isabel and partly to keep watch on my own feet to make sure they didn’t do something embarrassing like trip me. Misty always said girls want you to look them in the eye, but I figured that was just because she’d made a career out of inviting men to look a little lower.

         When I was safely clear of Isabel and the bike rack and the noise of my classmates, I finally slowed my pace. I cut through the cornfield across the road from school, picking my way around its tiny, new green buds, laid out in neat rows that narrowed into infinity in the distance.

         If only I could put off telling Dad about Spanish for infinity … but Haver had a policy of calling parents when students were failing a course. Señora Vega had warned that call would be coming tonight.

         ‘Maybe languages are not your strength,’ she’d said.

         I wanted to tell her I spoke a language made entirely of ones and zeros that was infinitely more complicated than her language, but instead I had just dug my nails into my palm and said, ‘Yeah, maybe.’

         I paused now, in the middle of the cornfield. The thought of the binary code had reminded me of the mirror message, and I reached for my phone to study the numbers in the picture.

         Adrestia. I confirmed the translation for myself – much more slowly than Zach had – then Googled the word. I couldn’t stop a smug grin when I saw I’d been half-right. Adrestia was a girl’s name. Unfortunately for me, this particular girl was a Greek goddess and not so much a student at Haver.

         I made a mental note to do more research later, but for now I needed to leg it home. If I beat Dad there, maybe I could intercept the call from school and delay the inevitable. I had never failed a class. I didn’t know if it meant summer school or repeating sophomore Spanish or public flogging or what … but I knew this much: Dad was going to go completely apeshit.

         
            *

         

         Misty was all over the kitchen when I got home, bouncing around in tiny cutoff shorts, dancing to some song that didn’t sync with the one blaring through my headphones. I paused my music and pushed the ’phones off my ears. The tune coming out of the speakers on the kitchen counter was some awful chick-rock anthem with a girl cheering about how she’d crashed her car into a bridge and didn’t care.

         When Misty came to live with us, my life had crashed into a bridge, and Dad didn’t care.

         But at this moment, it was better to have Misty home than Dad.

         Misty was always home. She claimed she wanted to get a job, but Dad said her job was to take care of me and the house, since work kept him away so often. He made it sound like Misty was supposed to be a gift to me. Here, Eli, I got you a doll. You can call her Mom. Pull her string, and she even talks! Too bad you couldn’t remove the batteries to make her shut up.

         Misty gave an embarrassing shake of her butt, spun around, and finally spotted me. She shrieked and jumped back, startled; then she let out that explosive laugh of hers – kind of hoarse and deep, as if years of cigar smoke and artificial fog from the strip clubs had climbed into her throat and never left. The coarse voice didn’t go with all her tiny blondness. 

         ‘Busted!’ she laughed.

         She turned off the music, and the silence that settled over the kitchen made it sound like Dad was home, even though he wasn’t. Things always went a little quiet when Dad got home. Until Misty inevitably filled up the quiet spaces with her jabbering, which she started doing just then.

         ‘How was school? Are you hungry? I went shopping and got those little pizza-bite things you like.’ She reached for the freezer door and pulled out boxes one by one. ‘I also got some Popsicles. I can’t believe how hot it’s getting already. It’s only April and feels like Florida in August – minus the hurricanes.’ She tossed the boxes of frozen goodies on the kitchen island. ‘What looks good?’

         I started to answer ‘Nothing,’ but she cut me off.

         ‘Oh! How was the thing for Jordan? Was it sad?’

         I bristled at the way she said Jordan’s name like she knew him – like she’d ever even met him. She seemed to think watching his story on TV gave her permission to be on a first-name basis. And she sounded genuinely sad when she talked about him, like she wasn’t even aware she was just another one of those gross people who enjoy a tragedy.

         ‘It was fine,’ I said. I kept my body turned at a careful angle, so she wouldn’t notice the redness still lingering around my eye. Then, hoping to distract her, I added, ‘I’ll have a Popsicle. It’s too hot for the pizza bites.’ 

         ‘It is too hot!’ Misty put the bites back into the freezer and started babbling on again about the weather.

         Conversation successfully detoured.

         By the time she turned around to hand me the Popsicle, I had already left the kitchen and was halfway up the stairs. Behind me, I heard her voice, softer than usual.

         ‘Oh. Okay. Maybe later.’

         I paused, a tiny thread of guilt – fragile as a strand of hair – trying to tug me back down the stairs, but I shook it off easily. It wasn’t my job to entertain her while Dad was off working all the time. She had to be pretty dumb if she didn’t get that those long hours paid for our house and all the fancy clothes and stuff that she liked.

         Still, Dad always insisted she was smart. He claimed she’d been on her way to some double-degree in Biology and Communications when he’d swept her off her feet. I couldn’t imagine Dad sweeping anyone off their feet – especially not someone who looked like Misty. No offence to Dad, but skinny and bald didn’t usually land the beauty queen.

         The one thing Dad had was money. Not like millionaire money, but he had enough to live large in a small place like Haver, enough to impress the dancers at Florida strip clubs, enough to make them quit college and move to middle-of-nowhere Iowa. 

         Misty’s lame chick rock started up again just as I reached my room, and I slammed the door behind me to shut it out. I dropped my book bag on top of the overflowing laundry hamper, tossed my headphones on the cluttered desk next to it, and flopped facedown on my bed, wishing the covers would swallow me up.

         When my comforter didn’t turn into quicksand, I dug around in the bed for the remote control and flipped on the TV.

         ‘… marks one year since fifteen-year-old Jordan Bishop committed suicide by fire at Haver High School.’

         A picture of Jordan slid across the screen in slow motion over blurry background video of a cemetery while some lady on TV tried her best to sound as sad as Misty about a boy she’d never met.

         ‘The tragedy triggered a national debate over cyberbullying and whether schools are within their rights to monitor students’ online activity …’

         Monitoring? More like spying. The internet regulations that had popped up in the wake of Jordan’s death were oppressive at best and downright criminal, if you asked me. Kids could hardly post a selfie online these days without getting flagged by school cybermonitors.

         Actually, maybe that part wasn’t so bad. I was pretty sick of selfies. 

         I turned off the TV and tossed the remote to the end of the bed, but I overshot and it landed in the trash can next to my desk. Just above the trash, my backpack hovered, teetering on top of my mountain of dirty shorts and socks. Somewhere inside that bag, a crumpled ball of paper with a flaming red F was just waiting for Dad’s disapproval.

         I could already hear the lecture – too much time on the computer, blah blah, every subject counts, blah blah. And his favourite – better to be a jack-of-all-trades than a master of one.

         Personally, I think that’s just something people say when they haven’t mastered anything.

         I dragged myself out of bed and over to my desk, but instead of turning on the computer like usual, I spun in the chair, trying to remember when Dad’s authoritarian phase had started. Growing up, he was always the fun dad – too fun, according to my aunt, who told him I had no discipline. Then he’d spent a few years burying me in gifts. It was around the same time he’d changed jobs and started travelling so much. Guilt, my aunt said. Any gadget or game I wanted back then was mine. Every day was Christmas … except Dad was never home for the holiday.

         I stopped spinning to stare out the window at the big green sugar maples that shaded our backyard. They were all over Haver, and in the fall they turned a million different shades of orange and red, so it looked like our yard and the entire town was on fire. Fun Dad would rake the fallen leaves into piles for jumping. Santa Dad hired someone else to rake them. And this current version of Dad would gladly cut them down to spare himself the hassle, if Misty hadn’t begged him not to.

         My phone buzzed in my pocket, shaking me out of my backyard gazing. Before I could grab it, it beeped … then dinged … then played a song. It was like every alarm was going off at once. By the time I got the thing out of my pocket, I had twelve alerts from text to email and on every single social media account. I clicked through them, one by one, but it only took the first few for me to realise the messages would all be exactly the same.

         It was a single line, and despite the warm spring sun streaming through the window, it chilled me to my core.
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         It wasn’t possible. I had erased all traces of it.

         But there it was, in tiny text, over and over again … the same string of letters and symbols that would have looked to anyone else like a cat stepped on the keyboard but was intimately familiar to me. Because it was me – my digital signature.

         
            /*e$b*/

         

         I used to hide it inside all my code back when I was a hacker hopeful. I had since realised what a stupid thing it was, to brand your own misdeeds, but ego is sometimes louder than logic, so I had proudly signed my work much like a graffiti artist signs his – at the risk of getting caught.

         And the very last time I used that signature, I was damn lucky I didn’t get caught. It was really dumb, trying to prove myself to some of the coders I looked up to – to show them I was more than just a script kiddie relying on existing programs to navigate the internet’s back doors. Looking at it now, I knew I had nothing to prove to those online strangers, probably just a bunch of lonely dudes living off ramen noodles and trolling hacker forums for kids to pick on. But like I said … ego.

         Ego is why I wrote a program capable of extracting personnel information from the Haver police department’s servers. Ego is why I posted that private information online. And ego is why I didn’t realise what a dumb-shit thing I had done.

         I mean, to me, it wasn’t anything that interesting, really … just a bunch of phone numbers and addresses for Haver cops. The data was irrelevant. I only posted it to prove my program worked. It didn’t occur to me that releasing the addresses of police detectives and their families might be dangerous and insanely stupid.

         It wasn’t until a crew of gang members from Iowa City came down to Haver to use one detective’s home for target practise that I realised what I’d done. Apparently the cop had spent a year undercover with their gang and ended up putting a ton of its members away. When I published his address, I gave them a gift. Fortunately, the detective and his family were on vacation, so none of them got hit by the bullets that shattered their windows, but I was rattled by the what ifs.

         The shit storm that followed was epic. For months, the hack was the top headline of our little Haver Herald newspaper, and at one point, it was even mentioned on TV. It wasn’t like the attention Haver got when Jordan Bishop set himself on fire or anything, but it was enough to scare me straight. That, and the fact that I had almost been responsible for innocent people getting shot. It was a pretty heavy weight for my fourteen-year-old shoulders.

         I hadn’t tried a crack like that since, and two years later, I still spent some nights lying awake wondering if the police or government was coming for me. But they never did, and I suspected this wasn’t them now either. I stared down at my phone, flipping through the texts and social media messages, mocking me with my own signature. I knew the police wouldn’t come in with guns blazing, like they did in the movies, but I doubted they’d play games like this.

         I was sure this was somehow related to the cryptic bathroom message, but I couldn’t imagine who at school could have possibly found me out. Not even Zach knew what I’d done. He’d warned me against some of the shadier online hacker circles, saying players who got in too deep always ended up committing crimes. I couldn’t admit that he’d turned out to be right, and honestly, I was a little scared he’d rat me out. But even if he’d finally figured it out after all this time, he would come straight to me instead of hiding behind a computer. Plus, he wouldn’t be caught dead in orange-and-blue Adidas. We were Converse guys, all the way.

         My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a car in the driveway, followed by a knock at my bedroom door.

         ‘Eli?’ Misty opened the door and poked her head in without waiting for an invitation. ‘Your dad’s home.’

         ‘So?’

         She released a short sigh and tossed something small and circular onto my bed. It was a tiny tub with flesh-coloured cream inside.

         ‘Concealer,’ she said, pointing at my face. ‘To cover that shiner.’

         Oh.

         I was shocked she’d noticed. There was no bruising, and even the redness had faded to a faint halo of pink.

         I closed a fist around the tub. ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

         ‘I didn’t ask.’

         Misty respecting my privacy? That was a first.

         ‘I’m hoping you’ll tell me on your own,’ she said.

         She stood there waiting, arms crossed in what she probably thought was a good ‘mom’ stance, and I stared back in wordless rebellion. Finally, she dropped her arms and moved out of the doorway. ‘Dinner’s in an hour.’

         Great, another Misty special. I could hardly wait to see if it was burned spaghetti casserole or cold-in-the-middle meat loaf. I missed the days when Dad just brought home a pizza.

         I waited until Misty’s footsteps faded back to the first floor, then refocused on my phone. All the messages were from anonymous sources or dummy social media accounts. No doubt, if I tried to trace an IP address, I’d just get bounced around a bot network. Hard as it was for me to admit, sometimes hiding behind a computer wasn’t an option. I’d have to be direct.

         I opened one of the text messages filled with my signature, took a deep breath, and typed back:

         
            Who is this?

         

         The reply was instantaneous.

         And cryptic, of course.

         It was just a web link.

         I decided not to click it and instead set up a sandbox on my desktop computer and typed the address in there. My heart beat a little faster as the site loaded, and I honestly couldn’t say if I was scared or excited. The page that opened was nothing but a blank box with a cursor.

         Definitely a little excited.

         I tried to suppress the jolt of adrenaline. That kind of thrill-seeking had led me to hack Haver PD, and most likely, whoever this was knew all about it – and planned to use it against me. I’d be smarter to be more afraid than excited, but as Señora Vega had all but pointed out today – maybe I wasn’t as smart as everyone seemed to think.

         I tapped the mouse a couple times, dragging it around the screen, but there didn’t seem to be any hidden doorways – only the box, waiting for me to type. I started with the obvious.

         
            /*e$b*/

         

         Nope. Should have figured it wouldn’t be as easy as entering my own signature.

         I tapped my keyboard absently – space, backspace, space, backspace – a pattern I repeated whenever I was stuck on a particular piece of code, a problem I couldn’t solve.

         What about …

         I picked up my phone, searching for the photo I’d taken of the bathroom mirror. There it was again in black marker:

         01000001 01100100 01110010 01100101 01110011 01110100 01101001 01100001

         I carefully typed the binary code into the box, but I ran out of room long before I ran out of ones and zeros. 

         
            Space, backspace, space, backspace.

         

         I stared at the string of numbers for a few more seconds before it dawned on me. There was a Greek goddess hidden inside that code. I put the cursor in the box one more time.

         
            Adrestia

         

         Instantly, the screen dissolved, replaced by a new page with the words ‘11PM TONIGHT,’ followed by an address. No sooner had the text appeared on screen than it began to fade, and I scrambled to unearth a pen from the mess of wires and hardware on my desk. I had just finished jotting down the street number when the last words disappeared.
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         I pushed the white lump of meat Misty called chicken around my plate, trying hard not to check my phone for the 200th time. I didn’t expect any more messages, but the compulsion to check was still there, like if I stared at the screen long enough, I’d be able to see the person on the other end of the connection.

         Across the table, Misty had already finished and was now chomping gum with her mouth open. She always said the gum was a replacement for cigarettes, but at least if she still smoked, we could force her to go outside. And maybe I could even lock the door behind her.

         ‘Did you like it?’ Misty cooed as Dad finally dropped his fork.

         He smiled. ‘I always do.’

         His plate was still half-full.

         Misty smacked her gum in response, and Dad acted as if the sound wasn’t the most annoying thing in the world.

         ‘Eli, what did you think?’ Dad asked in a voice that clearly said, Eli, you better tell Misty what a great cook she is, because I have more important things to do than lecture you later. 

         I speared a bite of the rubbery chicken and waited until my mouth was full of it to answer. ‘I think it would have tasted better in front of the TV.’

         Before Misty, Dad let me eat most of my meals on the couch. I would chow down in the living room while he ate up in his office. That was a typical setup for us – both under the same roof but not in the same room. He checked in with me every couple of days to make sure my grades were still good and nag me about spending too much time on the computer, but other than that, he pretty much left me alone. I didn’t realise how much it was like not having a dad at all until Misty showed up and started forcing all this ‘togetherness’ on us.

         Eating at the table was one of the things she insisted we do ‘together.’ She said that was the way normal families did dinner, but if you ask me, she’d watched a few too many old sitcoms, because I knew for a fact that Zach’s family ate all their meals standing up at the kitchen counter in between Zach’s chess tournaments and his little sister’s soccer games. But Dad went along with whatever Misty said made us ‘family.’

         Funny, I thought we were already a family.

         Apparently we were doing it wrong.

         ‘Are we boring you, Eli?’ Dad asked. His eyes moved pointedly toward my phone, which I didn’t even realise I had checked again. ‘You haven’t let the screen go dark for more than five seconds all night. Expecting a call?’

         ‘Probably from a girl,’ Misty teased.

         I flashed on Isabel at the bike rack – her clingy shirt and low jeans, her accent that lingered in the air like music, even after she was done talking. If there was any message I could get tonight that would be more exciting than the one I’d already received, it would be from her.

         ‘A girl?’ Dad winked. ‘’Bout time.’

         Misty laughed her husky, smoke-filled laugh, and Dad’s chest swelled up in that way it always did when she acted like his corny sense of humour was truly funny. I shoved a piece of broccoli in my mouth, annoyed. She didn’t even sound like she was faking it.

         ‘Is there dessert?’ I asked, mostly just to stop the flirting. It was even more unappetizing than the food.

         ‘Sure.’ Misty stopped cooing at Dad and gave me a pointed look. ‘We still have those Popsicles from this afternoon.’

         Was that a threat?

         I wouldn’t put it past her to narc on me to Dad for being rude earlier. And of course, he would take her side. He couldn’t seem to see how suffocating she was, maybe because he was out of town most of the time.

         He worked in sales and travelled all over the country. A few years ago, he’d spent more time travelling than usual – mostly to Florida – leaving me with my aunt a lot. And one day he came back from Miami with more than shells he picked off the beach. Apparently he’d been dating Misty for months, and he got tired of seeing other guys pawing her in the strip club, so he brought her back to Iowa where people more or less kept their hands to themselves – if not their eyeballs.

         It’s why I never had any guys over the house. They would just drool on Misty and tell me how lucky I was that my dad had such a ‘hot’ girlfriend. I didn’t see the appeal at all, and in that way alone, she was like a mom.

         Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my phone screen turn off again, but I willed myself to keep my gaze on my plate. Part of me was itching to call Zach and tell him all about the cryptic messages, but another part of me knew he would probably talk me out of going, and I wasn’t really in the mood for that voice of reason. Zach kind of took the fun out of things that way, sometimes.

         I had already looked up the address – just a house in a normal neighborhood, owned by some couple I’d never heard of with no obvious internet profiles. It all looked pretty harmless from the safety of my bedroom, but now I had to admit I was getting a little nervous … mostly about sneaking out of the house in the middle of the night, which I’d never done, because I never had anywhere to be in the middle of the night.
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