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      This one’s for a boy I’ve chosen not to name. The anonymous student annoys me to the core, but I can’t get him off my mind (and neither can you, judging by the fact that you’re reading this). He strives for perfection when he knows he’ll never get there, climbing and fighting but never reaching the top—never even seeing it. This obsession destroys him. His friends are gone, his family’s more dysfunctional than they are in those cringey television dramas, and now he has no clue how to escape the deep hole he’s dug himself into.

      

      Sometimes I look at him and think, “My god, what a mess. He’s got nothing to live for. He keeps going and he has no idea why.”

      

      
        
        Moon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            8:20 AM

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ready for another day behind bars?”

      Jackie Mendoza ignored the boy seated to her left. Somehow it’d become a running gag that Mr. Berkshire’s class was a prison, students even coordinating days to show up in matching orange t-shirts, but they were exaggerating. Sure, the windows were covered in blackout curtains and the class had an eerie yellow glow from the dying LED lights, but it wasn’t at all a torturous environment. Mr. Berkshire simply didn’t bother plastering his walls with funny posters or setting stupid knick-knacks on his desk for kids to point out in the middle of an important lecture.

      “Really?” The boy leaned over the aisle, catching a glimpse of Jackie’s screen. “Clash of Clans? That game’s ancient.”

      Jackie set her phone onto the wooden desk and faced him with her lips pursed. She’d been cursed to arrive ten minutes early on the same day as the most relentless boy in class. He was always testing creative ways to get Jackie to talk as though breaking past her social barrier were a video game level he was dying to beat, and it made her blood boil.

      The only interesting element about the boy’s appearance was his odd-colored eyes, and he seemed to know it too. He framed them with these ridiculously oversized round glasses, two golden rings resting on his cheeks. Every time she made the effort to face him—which was only occasionally—she’d find herself lost in his eyes, struggling to distinguish their color. The hue was trapped between a dull blue and a grayish green. If only I had a picture, she thought, envisioning a color picker in Photoshop extracting the exact hex code of his irises.

      “What are you staring at?” He leaned farther over the aisle, widening his eyes. Flaunting their color.

      Jackie broke free from his trap, lifting her phone from the desk and suppressing the echo of blue or green or gray or blue running in the back of her mind. Less than two months until the end of the school year and she still hadn’t learned his name, but odds were he didn’t know hers either. The only times he’d ever spark a conversation with her was when he was bored, and judging by the janky arrangement of empty desks around them, his only shot to squeeze in maximum social interaction before class was to converse with the intentionally quiet Jackie Mendoza.

      “Well someone’s awfully moody this morning. I don’t blame you though. It’s a lot to take in.” His own phone unlocked with a click. “So what do you think happened to him?”

      Jackie opened Clash of Clans and tapped her barracks, deciding which troops to train. She knew the boy would only grow more annoying if she didn’t feed into his conversation, so she asked, “Who?”

      “You know, that Peter kid.”

      Jackie’s thumb paused after tapping the dragon icon only once.

      “You seriously haven’t heard?” He raised his voice to a near shout. “You know, Peter Moon? The kid-who-sits-right-next-to-you-this-period Peter Moon?”

      Two girls entered the room with their hands wrapped around hot Starbucks drinks. Their chattering stopped, eyes crashing onto the empty desk to Jackie’s right.

      Peter’s plastic seat sparked Jackie’s memory. Pale skin, wavy brown hair—Peter was the only student who used free time during class to work on homework instead of mindlessly scrolling through a screen like everyone else.

      Jackie turned to ask the boy with the golden glasses why he’d brought up Peter but was greeted with nothing but the back of his t-shirt. The two girls jumped onto the wooden desks in front of him, swinging their legs as they talked over each other.

      Never mind.

      Jackie’s fingers grew numb against her phone screen as she surveyed her Clash of Clans base, gusts of morning air poisoning the room as the door swung open and closed. Students filled the empty seats until only Peter’s remained abandoned, thirty three of thirty four teenagers occupying the room—a normal class size for Brookwood High. Although every bordering city and town in Northern California was at least an hour away, Brookwood had outgrown its small community years ago. The school district, however, had yet to keep up with the ever-growing high school student body of now nearly three thousand.

      Jackie swiped out from Clash of Clans, about to unpack her textbook and notes, but a new app resting in the third row of her home screen distracted her. The icon featured a red and black gel capsule glowing under a starry night sky. She brought the screen to her face and squinted. Don’t remember installing you.

      The bell rang. Mr. Berkshire dragged his feet to the front of the room, a clipboard trapped in his sturdy grip. As the teacher’s eyes bounced between the desks and his roll sheet, Jackie held her thumb on the Capsule icon and tapped Remove App.

      Jackie had never considered math her favorite subject, but she preferred Mr. Berkshire’s class over her others simply because she found him relatable. He marked attendance from a seating chart made of boxes that represented desks so he wouldn’t have to learn anyone’s name and even chose raised hands by pointing out physical characteristics such as hair color or clothing. She heard he was unmarried, childless, and had no interest in pets, so he didn’t seem like the type of man to choose a career that involved talking to snarky teens all day. And although she’d never shared a private conversation with him before, she had a feeling they would get along well.

      “Hey, girls in the back.” Mr. Berkshire raised his chin from the clipboard. “You have chairs for a reason.”

      The girls chatting with the boy to Jackie’s left hopped from the desks onto the crumb-infested carpet, ending their conversation with him. Now that the boy with the golden glasses wasn’t smiling, his eye bags popped against his creamy skin.

      Jackie’s phone buzzed with a Discord message from Eugene, the only online friend she bothered keeping in touch with daily.

      
        
          
            
              
        EugenieGenie

      

      
        You down for Mystery Bullets later?

      

      

      

      

      

      Jackie peeked at Mr. Berkshire, who was still focused on attendance. She faced her screen once again and responded.

      
        
          
            
              
        JackieLantern

      

      
        Always

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’m sure many of you have heard the news.”

      At the sound of Mr. Berkshire’s raspy voice, Jackie tossed her phone back into the leather rucksack that rested on the floor. The man’s gaze paused on Peter’s empty desk, and the entire class went silent at once for the first time this school year. He cleared his throat as he lowered the clipboard to his side.

      “Two students from Brookwood High, Peter Moon and Kat Pike, were reported missing on Friday night.” He walked to his spotless desk and took a seat, setting the clipboard by his laptop. “If you have any information about them, please go to the school office—not your friends, not your parents, and definitely not me. Only a few people at the office are directly involved with the case.”

      The boy to Jackie’s left raised his hand.

      Mr. Berkshire took a deep breath, knowing to expect trouble. “Yes, kid with the glasses.”

      “Do you think they ran away together?”

      The class erupted with darting heads, eyes meeting, breaking apart, and meeting again. Students were restless, some with deep dimples from their grins and others with jaws hanging wide open. Jackie leaned back in her seat, watching the chaos unfold from the back row. For the entire school year, she’d never seen anyone in Mr. Berkshire’s class talk to Peter—yet now that he was gone, they cared.

      The teacher shook his head as he opened the textbook in front of him. “Let’s turn to page 332. I have a review assignment for you.”

      Jackie stared at Peter’s empty desk as the other students pulled their seats together, gathering into groups to collaborate on the review assignment—another word for goof off. Mr. Berkshire knew the students weren’t getting any work done, but he didn’t care. He shut his laptop and scrolled through his phone.

      Jackie had never paid attention to anyone in math class before, but considering how this was the first time someone from Brookwood had gone missing, she couldn’t deny her curiosity about Peter’s absence. Now that she thought about it, she and Peter were the only students to ever choose to work on review assignments alone. Peter Moon, a boy who never used his phone in class, who always turned his homework in on time—surely he wasn’t the type to rebel and run away.

      Friday night. Jackie had shared geometry class with Peter on Friday morning, exactly three days ago, which meant everyone in this room had seen Peter the same day he’d disappeared. She frowned at the shapes on her textbook page, trying to recall how he’d spent his time during first period. All she remembered was that Peter had shown up half an hour late, and everyone had laughed at how flustered he was after interrupting Mr. Berkshire’s lecture.

      The two girls to Jackie’s left tossed their empty coffee cups into the nearest trash bin, one missing but not bothering to pick it up. They were sitting in front of the boy with the golden glasses again, this time with their desks pushed together. Jackie leaned forward at the sound of Peter’s and Kat’s names, her silky black hair falling over the sides of her face as a natural shield.

      “I heard it was Peter’s birthday on Friday,” the boy said. “Now tell me, why would he go missing on his birthday? Kind of a weird coincidence if you ask me.”

      Jackie watched the girls between the strands of her hair. They tossed statements back and forth until it started to sound like the only possible truth.

      “I don’t get it.” One of the girls had her arms crossed and her back hunched over as though anyone in the room could have murderous intentions. “I know Kat’s a K-pop fan, so it wouldn’t be hard to believe she has a thing for Korean guys, but Peter? There’s no way she’d go anywhere with him. Doesn’t she hate his guts?”

      “Would make for an interesting story though.” The second girl’s tight grin left her voice strained. “Popular girl elopes with the nerdy bad-boy. A perfect Wattpad plot.”

      “You read Wattpad?”

      “But let’s focus on what we do know. Peter and Kat went missing after school, and on his birthday too.” She pointed a finger around the air to emphasize her point. “Obviously Peter’s the one behind this.”

      The first girl’s stiff posture loosened. “Maybe Kat was some kind of sick birthday present.”

      “Exactly, and I heard Peter sometimes goes to that restaurant she works at.”

      “Wow, okay.” She nodded, processing the information. “He really is obsessed with her.”

      “Guys, shut up. That doesn’t make any sense.” The boy with the golden glasses raised his voice, ensuring the entire class could hear. “I was joking when I asked about them running away. We all know Peter hates everyone. He’s not the type to waste time on romance.”

      The room fell silent, everyone too afraid to acknowledge what he’d said. It was much more fun to spread rumors about Peter and Kat being responsible for their disappearances. It was safer. But the fear of a third party being involved left the students with goosebumps on their arms. What if whoever was behind their disappearances would find themselves a new pair of targets?

      Jackie tucked the strands of hair behind her ear, refocusing on the textbook page in front of her. Well, trying to. The diagrams and numbers blurred until Jackie could only see a strange fuzz of black lines. This was the most interesting event she’d witnessed at Brookwood High, even more than when her PE class had found the gym windows smashed out her freshman year.

      Jackie’s eyes twisted to Peter’s desk. She didn’t know him personally, but she couldn’t help but wonder where he’d gone.

      And this Kat Pike girl—who was she?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            4:41 PM

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackie threw her back against the front door, slid to the floor of the porch, and reached behind her dripping hair to tear the AirPods from her ears. Her gasping breaths spread in billows from her face—proving the cold weather—but the air burned her throat as she watched the water stream over the edge of the roof in a waterfall. The rain hadn’t started until she was halfway through her run, but by then it’d been too late to avoid the ambush.

      
        
        
        I’m a poser, and a loner

        Triple check my, persona

      

      

      

      The rock music buzzed in her left hand, dulled by the wind, but she’d heard the Cuffed Up song Small Town Kid so many times the lyrics remained clear to her. She hummed with the vocals as the uneven pattering of rain threatened to knock her off beat.

      
        
        
        Outside is a little more substance

        Inside is a little big lie

      

      

      

      Jackie raised her phone to her face, blocking sight of the drizzling water. With a few swipes she closed the apps on her phone—including Spotify—and cut the music from the air completely. After tucking the AirPods into the zippered pocket of her wet jacket, she stood with broken balance and opened the front door.

      The entryway greeted her, its walls blocking sight of the dining room only a few steps away. Her thawing fingers stung in the house that now felt twenty degrees too warm for comfort.

      “I know. I can’t believe she’s gone. Do you think it’s connected to what happened back then?” Jay’s voice trailed away as Jackie kicked the door shut behind her. “Maybe I could…”

      Jackie reached the end of the entryway to find Jay sitting at the dining table, a phone sandwiched between his ear and his shoulder and a stack of wrinkled papers in his hands.

      “I’m so sorry, Whitney.” Jay’s eyes jolted from the papers in his grip to Jackie, head remaining still. “I’ll call you later. Promise.”

      Jay’s phone clinked against the dining table as Jackie tossed the running shoes off her feet. She almost walked to the stairway before remembering the last time Mrs. Mendoza had exploded when she’d forgotten to place her shoes onto the rack. Jackie leaned over to pick them up and rose to find Jay’s pages spread across the dining table.

      “Did you hear what Dad said on the phone?” Jay twirled the stud in his right ear, scanning the pages, hungry for something. “He really didn’t want you running today.”

      Jackie slapped her shoes onto the rack. “Then don’t tell him.”

      Mr. Mendoza had called Jay on their way home from school, stressed over the email he’d received about Peter and Kat’s disappearance. After a long day of listening to rumors in every class, Jackie was sick of hearing their names.

      “Are you hungry?” Jay’s hand fell from his ear as he gathered the papers back into a stack. “I can warm up the chicken adobo Mom made for us last night.”

      No, the food she made for you, Jackie thought. Jay had always embraced their Filipino culture more than she had, an easy way to win favorite points with Mrs. Mendoza. Their mom always made an effort to prepare Jay’s favorite dishes for dinner, and although Jackie enjoyed them too, something felt off about eating food that hadn’t been cooked for her.

      She headed for the stairs.

      “Wait. Jackie, please.” Jay stood from the table, his chair scraping against the hardwood floor beneath him. “Could we just—just talk for a minute?”

      Jackie’s foot paused on the first carpeted step. Jay had driven her home about an hour ago without so much as saying a word, and now he was in the mood for a sibling chat?

      “I said I’d call Eugene at 5:00.” Jackie checked her phone for the time as she pivoted to face Jay, one foot glued to the first step. It was already 4:42. “Maybe later?”

      Jay’s focus fell to the stack of papers in his hand, the cursive writing of the phrase Dear Stranger written across the top. Judging by the aged look of the pages, he must have been going through his old song lyrics from when he would create original music in middle school. It’d been years since he’d last done that.

      Jay sat to reread the front page, slumping forward so drastically Jackie could hardly see his face.

      She continued up the stairs. Okay then.

      The first object she noticed upon entering her bedroom was the desk against the wall. A neon purple glow illuminated from the LED lights behind her PC, the keyboard, and even the logo of her favorite lavender headset. She flicked her bedroom lights on with the intent to dull both the mesmerizing illumination of her desk as well as her temptation to sit there. She had to get rid of her soaked clothes first.

      After changing into a pair of black sweatpants and a gray PE shirt from eighth grade, she entered the bathroom across the hall to wash off the makeup that had now smeared onto her cheeks. It wasn’t the best for her skin to leave makeup on during her runs, but it wasn’t something she worried about. It wasn’t like she wore as much as some of the other girls at school—that stuff was practically on in piles.

      Jackie raised her chin to face the mirror in her dimly-lit bathroom. She yanked the violet scrunchie from her ponytail and parted her damp raven-black hair off to the side. Frowning at her reflection, she thought back on how much time she’d spent choosing outfits in middle school. By the time she reached ninth grade she’d stopped putting an effort into her appearance because she wasn’t trying to impress anyone. Not even herself.

      Jackie busted through her bedroom door and flicked the lights off, filling her room with a sacred purple haze. Now for the best part of the day.

      She hopped onto the gaming chair and pulled her knees up to her chin. “Hey Siri.” Phone in hand, Jackie hugged her legs with one arm, pressing her free palm against the desk to give her chair a spin. “Call Eugenie.”

      “Calling…Eugenie,” the robotic woman replied.

      The chair slowed to a stop in front of the computer screen as the phone vibrated softly in her hand. She kicked her feet off the chair and clicked the speaker button, the ring intensifying. After setting her phone onto the desk, Jackie shook the life out of her mouse to wake the PC and typed her password at a racing speed.

      “Hey! If it isn’t JackieLantern. What’s with the call?”

      “You gonna start with that every afternoon?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Jackie double-tapped Mystery Bullets, and EugenieGenie popped up immediately. “Ready for a round?” she asked.

      “Well, I just finished a dumb bio assignment, so I guess I’m down.”

      “You’ve been waiting.”

      A pause. “Have not.”

      Jackie shook her head as she opened Discord. “Let’s switch over?”

      Eugene hung up without a response, and a Discord voice call appeared on her screen. Jackie lifted the weighted lavender headphones from their stand, slipped them over her ears, and accepted the call.

      Eugene’s voice was crisper now. “What mode are we playing?” It almost sounded like he was right next to her.

      “Bro, what mode do you think?” She hovered over the first three options, the cursor landing on Challenge.

      “Should’ve known.” Eugene gave an exaggerated sigh as their screens landed together at the starting location.

      Jackie had been friends with Eugene for nearly four years now. They’d met on a Fortnite game—you know—back when people thought Fortnite was cool. They gamed together daily, using the time to catch up on each other’s personal lives. All she knew about his family was that they’d moved to Florida when he was three and that he’d been attending online school since fifth grade. Other than the fact that he lived in a subpar school district, she wasn’t sure why he no longer went to a brick-and-mortar school—as he liked to call them—but he seemed to enjoy learning from home, so she didn’t question it.

      “How’s the run time?” Eugene said as he customized his default inventory pack—she could tell by the violent taps of his keyboard through her headphones. Setting up inventory was the only part of the game he didn’t suck at, but Jackie wouldn’t be the one to tell him.

      “Let’s just say it’s worse than your aim in COD.” She hovered between a few new starter packs before clicking her usual one, too lazy to deal with testing new keyboard combinations. “But in my defense, it was pouring today.”

      “Sounds like you’re not trying hard enough.” The opening countdown came to an end, forcing Eugene to start with his weapons half-customized. A subtle whimper escaped from his lips.

      “Yeah, whatever dude.” Jackie got in position for battle, her right hand on the mouse and her left stretched over the most common keys in Mystery Bullets. “Like you exercise.”

      “You haven’t seen my abs?”

      Jackie stifled a laugh. She wasn’t sure whether Eugene did have abs or not—she’d never even seen his face before—but the joke was funny either way.

      “So, anything interesting happen at school today?”

      “Surprisingly.” Jackie thought back to the announcement Mr. Berkshire had made this morning. “Two kids went missing over the weekend.”

      “Weird. You know them?”

      “Obviously not.”

      “Right, obviously.” He chuckled. “So I’m guessing that means you still haven’t made any friends.”

      “Don’t have to.”

      “Jackie,” he said in a mothering tone.

      “I’m serious. I already have a best friend.”

      “Well,” Eugene said, “I hate to break it to you for the millionth time, but I definitely don’t count as a real best friend.” He darted to the top of a hill, a dumb move that left him in plain sight, an easy target for anyone spawning on the other side. “Hey, there’s a group approaching from down there. You have good ammo?”

      Jackie rolled her eyes. “I’m good.” Of course the group would approach them if he peeked over the hill like that!

      “Look, I’m online schooled, so I can tell you from first-hand experience that there’s a big difference between internet friends and real-life friends. I told you about Kevin, right?” He continued anyway as Jackie approached his avatar on the hilltop. “He was so snarky in our virtual classes that our teachers had to permanently mute him. Somehow we started a streak on Snapchat and I thought he was the coolest dude. Then we all get together for this field trip at some stupid aquarium and turns out he’s the most annoying kid I’ve ever met. He smeared peanut butter on the back of my shirt thinking it’d be a funny prank. Who the hell does that?”

      Jackie peered over the top of the hill and switched to a heavier weapon. Two against four—this wouldn’t be easy. “So you’re saying we’d hate each other in person.”

      “All I’m saying is that online friends and real-life friends are completely different. They have to stay separate. If someone—grab it!”

      A limited item appeared to her right. Jackie tapped the keys fast enough to retrieve it before it could disappear. Unlimited ammo for thirty seconds. Just what they needed.

      “Yes!” Eugene continued where he’d left off. “But like I was saying, they have to stay separate. If someone were to ask me who my best friend is, you know who I’d say? Nolan. Nolan Russo, the kid I met at the Twenty One Pilots concert. I don’t say Jackie Mendoza, the girl I met playing Fortnite Battle Royale.”

      “Well you don’t have to put it so harshly.”

      “Just being honest. Maybe it’s time you make some new friends.” He tossed a few power-ups to her, and they hovered over the computer-generated grass. “The world doesn’t revolve around the internet. We have the sun for a reason.”

      “How poetic.” Jackie threw the power-ups back, ignoring his support. He was always like this, asking if she’d talked to anyone at school recently or if she’d considered joining that high school community service club Jay was in. No, she hadn’t talked to anyone—and no, she wasn’t joining.

      “I just don’t get why you do this to yourself. I find it hard to believe you’re avoiding people just ‘cause. It’s like you’re scared to put yourself out there, and I don’t know why.”

      You try living with a perfect older brother.

      The other group rushed up the hill, and soon Jackie and Eugene were talking about nothing but the game.

      “Faster!” His shout was so loud it distorted through her headphones.

      Jackie cringed. “I’m trying here.” She aimed at the closest player in the group ahead of her, ready to shoot, but before she tapped the final key, a new window popped over the game. Eugene groaned with the disappointing hum of the game over screen.

      “Why didn’t you shoot?”

      Jackie leaned over her desk. The pop-up was navy blue with the title CAPSULE written across the top in a simple, bold font—the same name of the app she’d deleted from her phone in class earlier. A smaller string of text appeared beneath the title.

      
        
        TIME IS AN ILLUSION.

      

      

      When she hovered the cursor over the window, the pop-up disappeared, revealing the game over screen of Mystery Bullets.

      “What the hell? We were so close.” Eugene’s keyboard clicked again as he finished customizing his default inventory. “Hey JackieLantern, you there?”

      Jackie grabbed her phone from the desk, unlocked it, and swiped to the final page of her home screen. There—right next to Clash of Clans—was Capsule. She was positive she’d deleted it earlier this morning in Mr. Berkshire’s class.

      “Yeah, I’m here,” she said softly. “Have you heard of Capsule before?”

      “Is it a game?”

      “Not sure.” Jackie frowned as she tapped the icon. “What about an app randomly downloading itself onto your phone? Has that ever happened to you?”

      
        
        PLAYER, WELCOME TO CAPSULE.

      

      

      The white text overlapped the dark blue screen—the same shade of blue as the computer pop-up. The font was the only defining design feature so far. It sprung across the page in the style of an old generated text adventure game.

      “Nah. Like I said, Apple’s a complete scam. You should make the switch to Android.” The sound of the Mystery Bullets menu screen chimed again. “I’m starting another round.”

      A block of text faded onto Jackie’s phone.

      
        
        PETER MOON. MALE. HIGH SCHOOL JUNIOR. AGE 17.

      

      

      Jackie nearly dropped her phone. Peter Moon? As in, the-boy-who-sat-right-next-to-her-first-period Peter Moon? The-boy-who-went-missing-on-Friday Peter Moon? Was it really a coincidence?

      To the right was a second block.

      
        
        KATHABELLE PIKE. FEMALE. HIGH SCHOOL SOPHOMORE. AGE 16.

      

      

      Kathabelle. Jackie gulped, making the connection. Kat.

      
        
        THE SUBJECTS ABOVE ARE IN DANGER. COMPLETE THE LEVELS IN TIME TO WIN THE GAME, ERASE THE MEMORIES, AND REVERSE THE DAY.

      

        

      
        READY FOR A CHALLENGE?

      

      

      A bold button slid upward from the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        START THE COUNTDOWN

      

      

      No, this couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “Dude, I gotta go.” Jackie dropped her phone onto the desk and exited from Mystery Bullets, leaving Eugene without a teammate.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just gotta take care of something. Let’s talk later?”

      “Hey, watch it.” Jackie lifted the headphones from her ears, Eugene’s voice fading. “I know a later from Jackie means never.”

      She held the headphones close to her mouth, muttering into the mic. “Fine. Tomorrow then.” After hanging the headphones onto their stand, she ended the call and closed every window on her PC.

      Whatever this app was, it wasn’t a modern game. She snatched her phone from the desk, leaned against the backrest of her gaming chair, and pulled the screen to her nose. The app had no graphics. Nothing but text and lines. The strangest mystery was how it had possibly downloaded itself onto her phone in the first place. And that pop-up on her computer—how did it get there?

      She exited to the home screen, held a finger over Capsule’s icon, and tapped Remove App for the second time.

      Jackie blinked. She’d tapped to remove the app, but Capsule stood with pride.

      “Hey Siri.”

      “Good evening!”

      “Is my phone hacked?”

      A familiar ding. “Interesting question.”

      Yeah. Jackie narrowed her eyes at the screen. Interesting.

      She pressed her thumb onto the Capsule icon to delete the cursed app once again. This time, it disappeared.

      A quick swipe to the right, then back. There it was again.

      Jackie viewed her settings to find that Capsule took up no storage on her phone. It wasn’t even on the list of applications. After another unsuccessful attempt to delete it, she resorted to Google Chrome. Surely other people had experienced this. Perhaps it was a glitch with the new IOS update. Jackie searched for iphone installing apps without permission and unable to delete app from iPhone. Both scenarios had occurred before, but they never seemed to occur at the same time. Perhaps she could be more specific. Unable to delete app I never installed on my iPhone.

      Nothing matched.

      Jackie Googled the phrase that had popped onto her PC during the game earlier. Time is an illusion. She found various articles studying the idea that time never flowed linearly. Apparently the quote was by Albert Einstein, who believed time was relative and flexible. In other words, all she’d managed to find online was philosophical trash.

      The only logical answer was that she’d been hacked. She did use the same email for her Apple ID and her Microsoft account, so that would explain the crossover of Capsule on both devices.

      That’s what I get for not installing antivirus.

      As her PC downloaded a free security software, Jackie updated the iCloud password on her phone. Although she tried to distract herself by wondering where the app had come from, she couldn’t ignore the fact that it mentioned Peter’s and Kat’s names. Capsule mirrored an outdated game, but Peter and Kat were real, and considering how they’d gone missing three days ago, the claim that they were in danger wasn’t hard to believe. What if whoever was behind their disappearances was also behind Capsule?

      Jackie’s head jolted to the window in a rush of paranoia, goosebumps flooding her arms. She stood from her chair, leaving it spinning softly behind her as she approached the glass and tested the window’s lock. It was secure.

      Okay, Jackie. She paced around the room, an act Eugene claimed to always help him through stressful situations. Think.

      It was hopeless. She’d run out of information to work with, and only one place could offer her answers.

      Jackie tapped the app. Her thumb hovered over START THE COUNTDOWN.
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      Jackie emerged from the bottom of the staircase with dry eyes and a mere four hours of sleep.

      Apparently she wasn’t the only one getting a rough start this morning. Mr. Mendoza sat at the dining table glaring at a laptop screen in front of him. Judging by his casual t-shirt and cotton pajama pants, he wasn’t ready for work yet.

      Across from Mr. Mendoza was Jay. His hair was a tangled mess and he wore the same gray sweatpants he usually lounged around the house in, an empty mug placed on the table to his right. Jay had never been a fan of coffee—he only drank it when he didn’t get enough sleep.

      “Can you turn those off?” Mr. Mendoza asked.

      On Jay’s phone was an endless stream of Instagram stories. Students from Brookwood either posted videos with tears streaming down their cheeks, shared photos of their fun moments with Kat, or apologized for hurting her in the past, voices quaking as though their guilt had led them to believe they were partially responsible. Everyone rooted for Kat to come home, but Peter’s name was hardly mentioned. When it was, no one had anything nice to say.

      “Jay.” Mr. Mendoza broke his gaze from the laptop screen, meeting his son’s face. “I told you to turn them off.”

      The volume of the Instagram stories faded as Jackie walked to the front entryway. She grabbed her white sneakers from the shoe rack, forcing herself to contain her grin. She couldn’t remember the last time Mr. Mendoza had ever been openly frustrated with Jay, and witnessing it had left her with a cruel satisfaction.

      “Dammit!” Mr. Mendoza closed his laptop and held it shut as though the screen might burst with more unwanted surprises. “I can’t believe they didn’t send us an email until the end of the school day.”

      Jackie leaned over and pulled her laces tight with a yank. Mr. Mendoza had already been through this. Last night he’d thrown a fuss over how their principal hadn’t alerted parents about Peter and Kat’s disappearance during the weekend. Anything she’d say either in or against her dad’s favor would only rile him up about the matter all over again.

      “Yeah, I see what you mean.” Jay finally set his phone onto the dining table. “But I guess the school didn’t want parents to panic.”

      “Well, of course we’d panic, and we have a right to.” Mr. Mendoza sipped his coffee and pulled the cup away in a jolt. It was hotter than he’d imagined.

      Jackie changed the area of focus. “Any updates?”

      “Nothing. Four days missing and no leads. It’s like they vanished into thin air.” Mr. Mendoza set his cup down and faced Jackie with a strange twist of concern hidden behind his grin. “Why don’t you two stay home today? I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you going to school before we have more information.”

      Jay looked at Jackie, wondering what her reaction to Mr. Mendoza’s suggestion would be. For the first time this morning she had a clear view of his face. His eyes were bloodshot, lips dry. Jay’s natural youthfulness had vanished overnight, leaving him aged three years older. He definitely wasn’t in the right state of mind to go to school.

      What a drama queen.

      The thought of staying home with her half-alive brother while her parents were at work left her stomach churning. “I’d rather not miss my chem test.” She redirected her attention to the laces of her white sneakers and tightened her grip onto the straps of her rucksack. “I can ask Mom to drop me⁠—”

      “It’s okay.” Jay hopped from his seat, walked into the entryway, and plucked his Converse high-tops from the shoe rack. “I’m comfortable going.”

      “Dressed like that?” Mr. Mendoza asked.

      Jay shoved his feet into his shoes, trying to get them on without untying the laces first.

      Mr. Mendoza raised his bushy brows. “Alright then, but I’ll be monitoring the situation from work.” He set his elbows on opposite sides of his laptop and rested his nose against his interlocked fingers. “Just stay safe, okay? And call if there’s an update, because apparently the students will hear it before any of us.”

      “Of course, Dad.” Jay readjusted his laces. “Will do.”

      As Jackie slipped into the passenger seat of Jay’s Honda, all she noticed was how restless he was. Mrs. Mendoza had given him a haircut about two weeks ago, the almost-black hair on the sides of his head now shorter than the top, but he didn’t have it gelled to his left side like he usually did. Jay swiped open the mirror on the sun visor in front of him and ran his fingers through the scraggly mess. His skin was still tan, but as he wrapped his trembling hands around the steering wheel, his complexion dulled. A loss of saturation.

      This game—or whatever it was—was driving Jackie insane, and the last thing she needed was a mysterious brother to add to her list of questions. She hadn’t finished her homework last night and had accumulated a total of five missed voice calls from Eugene on Discord, most likely in concern over how she’d ended the game yesterday so abruptly.

      Jackie had stayed up until nearly 4:00 in the morning, stuck in an endless loop of research. She’d started by searching for Capsule in the App Store to find nothing but apps for contact management or in relation to pharmacies. From there she’d turned to Google, spiraling down articles of historic time capsules, medications packaged in gelatin pills, and even songs containing the word capsule in the lyrics, but none of the results mentioned the app she was looking for. It was almost like Capsule didn’t exist.

      But why me?

      Sure, the app appearing out of nowhere was strange, and the fact that Peter and Kat were mentioned in it was even stranger, but why had it been her phone? Why had Capsule chosen to haunt her, of all people? She had no connection to Peter or Kat whatsoever.

      After buckling her seat belt, Jackie redownloaded Instagram onto her phone. Maybe if Google didn’t have answers about the app, Peter’s and Kat’s social media accounts would. Jackie’s username was the same as in the gaming world—jackielantern—and her account was as barren as she’d left it in middle school. No profile picture, bio, saved stories, or even a single post. The only users she followed were Jay, Mr. Mendoza, and a few classmates from middle school. Five followers, six following.

      Jackie was about to start her search for Peter’s and Kat’s Instagram accounts when she realized that Jay hadn’t moved the car yet. He stared blankly at the mailbox at the end of the driveway.

      “Kuya?” Jackie cringed at herself calling Jay the Filipino term for older brother. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d called him Kuya, not that she’d started using his first name. She simply had no reason to call him in the first place.

      Jay cleared his throat as he turned the car radio on, snapping himself back into reality. “I’m sorry.” The car synced with the bluetooth on his phone and blasted the song Cigarette Daydreams by Cage the Elephant. Jackie recalled his obsession with that song a couple of years ago. During one month he’d play it on loop every day after school. The singing and strumming had seeped through the walls and into Jackie’s room, distracting her from her homework. She still remembered the lyrics today.

      Jay’s pointer finger paused over the skip button. With a rehearsed smile in Jackie’s direction, his arm retreated to shift the car into drive. He pulled out onto the road, the rustic guitar rhythm filling the silence between them.

      Jackie held her gaze on him for a few moments before turning to her phone screen again. Jay followed over two thousand people on Instagram, the majority of whom also attended Brookwood High.

      Two Peters emerged on his following list. One had no last name, but the profile picture was a boy with blond hair. He couldn’t be Peter Moon for two reasons. First, the Peter who sat next to her in Mr. Berkshire’s class had brown hair, and second, he never seemed like the type of person to take selfies. She couldn’t even recall seeing him with a phone in his hands before.

      Jackie tapped the second Peter, who had no photo, but his profile revealed that his last name was Ackerman. No luck there either.

      Jackie typed Kathabelle into Jay’s following list, reaping no results. She hit the back button until the search bar displayed nothing but Kat.

      There it was—one result in Jay’s following list. Kat Pike’s account wasn’t even private. She had a total of fifty-nine photos, all featuring herself, and a highly-curated bio.

      
        
        bhs ’23 ~ proud stallion, professional procrastinator <3 “your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone else’s life” —steve jobs

      

      

      It was perfect. A cliché attempt at originality followed by a cringey quote she’d searched for online specifically for social media. Classic.

      Reminds me why I don’t use Instagram.

      Jackie’s eyes grew larger with every scroll through Kat’s feed. Her style was out there. Like, really out there. She’d posted her most recent photo eight days ago, and in it she wore a plaid brown and gray button-down tucked into a turquoise skirt. Neon green socks peeked out from under her combat boots, a knitted cardigan in the same annoying lime color draped over her shoulders. Judging by the arrangement of blurry brick buildings behind her grinning face, she was standing in the middle of Old Town Brookwood—the most historic part of the city.

      The caption read, just two months of school left, but i’m barely hanging in there lol.

      Jackie’s grip tightened around her phone screen. Over six-hundred likes for this photo? The comments were filled with support from students at Brookwood High, all of them either complimenting her looks or applauding Kat for her carefree style. Kat didn’t bother replying to—or even liking—any of the comments.

      What does she even get out of this?

      As much as Jackie couldn’t relate to the idea of posting dozens of photos of her face online for everyone in school to see, she found herself drawn to one photo in particular.

      Kat’s first post on Instagram was from over two years ago. She stood in the middle of an ice rink, bulky skates on her feet—the comfortable kind that cost extra to rent—and wore linen shorts despite the chilly air. Unlike the other photos, her outfit was normal.

      Overly plain, even.

      Next to Kat was a girl a few inches taller than her, blonde hair falling over her yellow hoodie in perfectly symmetrical waves. Most likely her sister, judging by the endless freckles splattered across their faces. The caption read, happy birthday to the most amazing girl i know <3.

      Jackie navigated to Kat’s following list and searched for Peter. The only result was Peter Ackerman. No Peter Moon.

      “Kat,” Jay said. “Do you have any classes with her?”

      “No.” Jackie turned her phone off. “But I do have a class with Peter.”

      Jay readjusted his sweaty grip on the steering wheel at the sound of Peter’s name. Jackie waited for him to say something or ask a follow-up question, but he never did. He drove in silence, shoulders high, neck tense—the same posture Jackie remembered him having when he’d started driving for the first time.

      The Mendoza siblings arrived at school a few minutes early, which was barely enough time to walk to their respective classes. As soon as they landed on campus, Jackie and Jay headed their separate ways. The car rides to and from Brookwood High were the only moments Jackie felt like she and Jay were actually siblings. The commute forced them together in a car with no distractions, barred from the outside world of opinions of who they were in relation to each other. It was just them, just a brother and his little sister, but the car rides were only ten minutes long.

      Jackie held her breath as she entered the science hall at Brookwood High, greeting a mixture of near-dead and over-energetic teens. Some stood on their toes or crouched to reach their chipping teal lockers, and others lined up in front of classrooms waiting for the teachers who only opened their doors after hearing the bell ring. The longest stretch of lockers in the science hall—where Jackie’s was located this year—filled the wall between two AP physics classrooms to her right. Jackie had nearly reached it when her shoes froze to the ground.

      Peter Moon’s locker.

      It was only a few steps away from her own, but she didn’t know that because she remembered seeing him there. Peter had only been announced missing to Brookwood High yesterday and students had already moved past a level of remorse and scribbled cruel messages on the steel in his memory.

      
        
        I hope they don’t find you.

        How long until they report you dead?

        What have you done to Kat?

        About time you disappear…

      

      

      Each note had been written with different handwriting. Some in pencil, others with Sharpie, and judging by the fact that bye blogger boy rubbed off with a quick swipe of Jackie’s finger, some had been written with whiteboard markers.

      “Can you just go?”

      Jackie turned to face a short-haired girl holding a dripping rag. She was slender and about a foot taller than Jackie with checkered knee socks nearly reaching her shorts. The girl stepped forward, forcing Jackie aside as the maroon rag in her hands met the faded blue steel. After a few scrubs, most of the messages came off, but a few had stubborn ink they both knew was going nowhere.

      “I didn’t write anything,” Jackie said.

      The girl’s bangs jumped as she turned around. Her piercing blue eyes threatened Jackie, but after a moment the sharpness dissipated. “Sorry.” She frowned at a string of words she couldn’t get off before scrubbing at them harder. “I’m just really sick of this. There’s been a lot of hate for Peter lately.”

      Normally this was the scene where Jackie would make an exit and never speak to the short-haired girl again, but today she couldn’t contain her curiosity. Maybe learning about Peter would help her discover why the app had chosen to connect her with two random students from Brookwood High. So instead of walking away, Jackie planted her feet and asked a question.

      “One of the quotes…” Jackie rubbed the whiteboard marker ink from her fingers. “It said blogger boy.”

      The girl scraped her thumbnail against the locker, attempting to scratch off a stubborn patch of writing. “They’re just talking about Moral Moon.”

      “Moral what?”

      “You know, Moral Moon. It’s where he writes about different people from school.” She gave up on scrubbing and tossed the rag into a trash bin standing by the nearest classroom door. “Kids act like he’s the worst person alive when they’re thinking the exact same thoughts. The only thing that differentiates Peter from the rest of us is that he actually says what he thinks.”

      The girl stepped away, but Jackie’s voice stopped her. “It sounds like you know him pretty well.”

      “Yeah.” She looked over her shoulder with a light grin. The hallway lights reflected off her golden brown hair, and for a brief moment, she glowed. “We’re in book club together.”

      Jackie pulled the phone out of her back pocket, opened the Capsule app, and held the screen toward the short-haired girl. “Has he ever mentioned this before?”

      The girl frowned. “Mentioned what?”

      Jackie pointed to her screen. “The app.”

      She took the phone from Jackie’s hand for a closer look. “Which one?”

      “The one the screen’s on.” Jackie crossed her arms, already growing impatient.

      The short-haired girl’s eyes trailed over the screen, never landing on one destination. As the hall emptied out, she passed the phone back to Jackie. “I’m not sure what you mean, but trust me, Peter never would’ve mentioned an app. He hates the internet. Said he deleted his social media accounts before sophomore year.”

      What kind of person hates the internet but still runs a blog?

      “You can’t see it?” Jackie raised her phone screen higher, trying to get the girl to focus on Capsule again. “With the text? And there’s a button at the bottom to start the countdown.”

      The short-haired girl blinked a few times, the folds on her forehead growing more defined the longer she stared at Jackie’s phone. “All I see is your home screen.” She ripped her eyes from the device as a prison bell screamed through the hallway. “Sorry. I need to get to class.”

      As the short-haired girl disappeared into a swarm of late students, Jackie tightened her grip around her violet phone case and twisted her wrist to double-check. As expected, her phone revealed the elements of the Capsule app, not her home screen.

      Lines of students in the hall vanished, the obnoxious chattering coming to an end, leaving the hallway unusually silent. The short-haired girl didn’t seem like the kind of person to mess with people for her own entertainment, but she had to be lying.

      A boy in an oversized puffer jacket shot past Jackie, fiddling with one of the lockers to get it open. She approached him without a second thought, nothing but the app on her mind. “I have a question.”

      The boy jumped as he turned to find her standing next to him, not expecting an interruption after the bell had already rung. He continued with his rummaging, arms tense. “Yeah?”

      Jackie raised her phone to the height of his head. “What do you see on my screen?”

      The answer was clear in her mind. On the top was the phrase PLAYER, WELCOME TO CAPSULE followed by Peter’s and Kat’s blunt descriptions and a prompt to save them. At the bottom was a bold red button labeled START THE COUNTDOWN.

      It took a moment for the boy to look at the screen. He obviously had higher priorities.

      “Um, I don’t know. A bunch of games?” He clicked the lock shut and hurried to his first period class.

      Jackie walked down the hall as she pressed her fingers on the volume and lock buttons simultaneously, taking a screenshot of the Capsule page. After exiting to view the photo in her library, she came to a complete halt.

      Capsule wasn’t there.

      All that appeared in the screenshot was her home screen, which didn’t even have the app icon. Next to Clash of Clans was nothing. The hallway grew dark, the occasional student walking past her only a silhouette, a menacing shadow. She leaned her head forward on the way to class, blocking her face with her long hair.

      Only I can see it? She tapped her home screen, a chill running down her spine as the Capsule app stood proudly next to Clash of Clans. Is it possible for an app not to show up in a screenshot? What if it’s somehow built into Capsule’s code? Or maybe it’s a glitch. Her mind buzzed with more scenarios than she could comprehend at once, but her theories had one tragic characteristic in common—they failed to explain why no one could see the app but her.

      Overwhelming dread tightened around her throat, wringing her breath away. Someone had to be playing with her. Toying with her.

      This can’t be real.

      Jackie stopped in the middle of the hall, spinning for a sign of someone—anyone—but she was alone.
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