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Chapter 1: A Friend




Alex lay on his bed, his phone lighting up the dark room. He scrolled through the group chat, watching new messages appear one after another. 

Dylan: dude did u see that new game trailer

Brett: which one

Dylan: the zombie one with the dogs

Nate: those dogs look sick

Alex grinned. His friends always got excited about something. He quickly typed a reply.

Alex: gonna be epic

A new message from Charlie made Alex smile even more. Charlie was cool. He understood, unlike some older kids who acted like they were too grown up for games or comics.

Charlie: hey guys, that trailer was insane right? the part where the dog jumps through the window had me yelling at my screen

Dylan: RIGHT??? i jumped when that happened

Brett: same lol

Nate: my mom thought something was wrong

Alex laughed. Nate's mom always worried. He could just imagine her rushing into Nate's room, eyes wide, asking what was wrong. In her mind, screaming meant there was an emergency that she had to quickly attend to.

Charlie had been part of their group for about three months. None of them knew him from school since he went to Lincoln Middle on the other side of town. He found Dylan's gaming stream and asked to join their Discord. At first, they were suspicious. You never really knew who was behind a screen name. But Charlie liked the same games, laughed at their jokes, and never acted strange or asked odd questions.

Well, mostly.

Alex put his phone down and stared at the ceiling. Something about Charlie didn't quite fit, but he couldn't figure out what. It was little things. Charlie always seemed to know just what to say when someone was upset. Sometimes he asked questions that felt a bit too personal, then quickly changed the subject if no one answered.

His phone buzzed.

Charlie: so alex, hows your dad doing? you mentioned he was working late a lot

Alex frowned. Had he mentioned that? He tried to remember. Maybe last week when they were all complaining about their parents.

Alex: hes ok. just busy i guess

Charlie: that's rough man. my dad used to work late too. made me feel pretty invisible sometimes you know?

Something felt unsettled in Alex's chest. Yeah, he did know. Some nights his dad didn't get home until Alex was already asleep. And in the mornings, his dad was gone before Alex woke up. It was like living with a ghost.

Alex: yeah exactly

Charlie: you can talk to me about it anytime. that's what friends are for

Alex felt a warm feeling inside. Charlie was a good friend. He was always there when someone needed to talk and always seemed to understand.

But then, why did Alex still feel uneasy about it?

He shook his head. He was overthinking things. That's what his mom always said. "Alex, you think too much. Just enjoy being a kid."

His phone buzzed with notifications. Dylan had started a new thread.

Dylan: yo we should meet up tomorrow after school

Brett: where

Dylan: comics and more? new issues come out wednesdays

Nate: im in

Alex: me too

Charlie: wish i could come but lincolns got this thing after school

Charlie: you guys should tell me all about it though

There it was again, that small uneasy feeling. Charlie was always busy when they wanted to meet in person. He always had an excuse—a family thing, a school event, or a doctor's appointment.

Alex had never actually seen Charlie. None of them had. They once asked for a picture, and Charlie sent a blurry photo of a kid with shaggy brown hair and a baseball cap pulled low. You couldn't really see his face.

"Webcam's broken," Charlie had explained. "And my phone's camera sucks."

Dylan and Brett accepted it. Nate didn't seem to care. But Alex still wondered.

Alex: ok cool. next time maybe

Charlie: definitely

Alex locked his phone and rolled onto his side. Through the window, he saw the streetlight casting long shadows in the yard. A car drove by, its headlights moving across his wall.

He thought about what his computer teacher, Mr. Majors, had said last week during their internet safety unit. "You can never really know who you're talking to online. People can pretend to be anyone."

Everyone rolled their eyes. They'd heard it so many times: Don't talk to strangers. Don't give out personal information. Blah blah blah.

But Charlie wasn't a stranger anymore. He was their friend. He knew about Alex's dad working late. About Dylan's fear of disappointing his parents with bad grades. About Brett's older brother who'd moved out and never called. About Nate's anxiety that kept him up at night.

Charlie knew everything.

Lying there in the dark, Alex suddenly realized that maybe this was the problem.

Eleanor sat in her home office, the light from three computer monitors coloring her face blue and white. She typed quickly, replying to the boys as Charlie.

She had been doing this for years, but these four boys were different. They were open and trusting. They shared everything, and each new detail was something she could use in her work.

Her latest manuscript sat open in another window—42,000 words and counting. The protagonist, a lonely boy whose father worked too much. Side characters dealing with anxiety, academic pressure, sibling abandonment. All of it pulled directly from her conversations with Alex, Dylan, Brett, and Nate.

"Authentic," her agent had called her previous book. "You really understand this age group."

If only they knew.

Eleanor took a sip of wine and smiled. She had spent years trying to break into children's literature. She went to conferences, took workshops, and read every craft book she could find. But her early books felt stiff and unnatural. Reviews said she "didn't understand how real kids talked," so she found a solution. Why guess how kids felt when she could just ask them?

She created Charlie three years ago. She used different profile pictures from stock photos, always careful not to show too much. She made up different backstories for different groups. She joined dozens of chat rooms, Discord servers, and group texts. Most kids lost interest after a while, or their parents found out and stopped it. But there were always more kids to talk to.

But these four boys were special. They could express themselves well but were still trusting. They were the perfect age: old enough to have real feelings, but young enough to believe a stranger online could be a real friend. Her phone buzzed with another message. Nate, anxious as always.

Nate: hey charlie you still up?

Eleanor switched windows and became Charlie again.

Charlie: yeah man whats wrong?

Nate: cant sleep. keep thinking about that test tomorrow

Charlie: you studied right?

Nate: yeah but what if i freeze up again? like last time?

Charlie: hey, youre gonna do great. youre smarter than you think

Nate: idk man

Charlie: i know. youve got this. and if you dont do great, its not the end of the world. youre more than just grades

She watched as the typing dots came and went while Nate typed and erased his messages over and over.

Nate: thanks charlie. youre a good friend

Charlie: anytime bro

Eleanor saved the conversation in her notes. "Character struggles with test anxiety. Needs reassurance from peers. Fears disappointing himself more than disappointing others."

It was perfect material.

She looked at the framed book covers on her wall. She had three published novels, all about young boys dealing with middle school problems. All of them were based on real boys she had never met in person. They had no idea they were her research subjects.

Her agent kept asking how she did it. "It's like you're channeling these kids," she'd said. "Every emotion feels so real."

Eleanor smiled wider. It was real because she used their actual experiences. She just took what they shared and turned it into stories she could sell.

Some people might call it exploitation. Eleanor called it research. These boys would forget about Charlie eventually. They'd grow up, move on, make new friends. But her books would last forever. And that's what mattered.

She closed the chat and went back to her manuscript. The deadline was in six weeks, and she still had 20,000 words left. Luckily, the boys always had plenty to say.

Her fingers moved quickly over the keys, turning their trust into her own success.








