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dox


verb


1. search for and publish private or identifying information on the internet, typically with malicious intent.


doxology


noun


1. a liturgical formula of praise to God.




Men loved darkness more than light, because their deeds were evil.


—John 3:19




1 THE GAME


The blue light of the computer screen was flickering on Charlie’s and Peter’s faces, making them look like astronauts lit by the cosmos.


“Say something.”


“No.”


“Seriously. Go for it.”


“This is stupid.”


“Don’t you want to meet God?”


There was a knock on the door. Charlie’s father.


Peter rushed to snub out the joint. He blew a tuft of smoke out the window.


“Tell him to go away,” Peter said.


“You’re the idiot who brought pot.”


“Yeah, well, you’ll go down, too, if he catches me.”


Another knock.


“Tell him you’re masturbating. That always gets my dad to leave.”


“You’re insane. You know that?”


In a way, it was true. Peter was smart, handsome, charming, and had been thrown out of the most expensive private school in town, meaning he was both rich and reckless. But there was something more. A dangerousness was just below the surface. Almost a nihilism, and more than the usual teenage morbid curiosities. It was what drew Charlie to him, but enough of the honor student was still left in Charlie to listen to that voice in the back of his head saying, Get into trouble, sure, but do you really want to go there? Charlie’s father hated Peter and had no idea Peter was here now.


“Charlie, come on, I want to talk to you.”


“Not now, Dad.”


“Come on. Open up.” He tried the doorknob.


“Dad, we can talk later. Okay?”


“I got a call from the school.”


“Later. I promise. I’m busy.”


Charlie could imagine his dad weighing his next moves. The shadow shifted under the door.


“Fine. Tonight, okay? Not tomorrow. Tonight.”


“Okay. I promise.”


Charlie held his breath and watched the shadow under the door. It hesitated, then moved away.


Charlie let out a breath. He gave Peter a harsh look and said, glancing at the half-smoked joint, “Throw that thing away.”


“Um, nope.” Peter tucked it into his shirt pocket.


They looked back at the computer screen.


The same prompt was there, flashing, alone on the black screen.


Hello.


“Say something,” Peter barked.


Charlie shook his head. Finally, he typed:


Hello.


No response. The cursor just blinked.


They gave it a while. Nothing.


Peter said, “Try something else.”


Charlie shrugged.


Who is this?


The cursor blinked a few times, then the letters tapped out:


This is God.


Peter laughed. “This is awesome.”


“Awesome? Huh.”


“You can ask it anything. Watch.”


Peter grabbed the keyboard.


Are you a man or a woman?


After a moment, it said:


I am what I am.


“Wow,” Charlie said sarcastically.


“Don’t blame the machine. Ask better questions.”


Charlie knew what question he wanted to ask:


Why did my mom die?


But there was no way he was going to ask a stupid computer program that, even one that claimed to be God.


Charlie sighed and typed:


Why is there war?


A pause, then:


Because killing feels good.


Well, that was charming. Charlie asked:


To whom?


Another pause. Charlie figured he was about to get a lecture about man’s dark desires, the hidden death urge, humanity’s subconscious bloodlust under the thin veneer of civilization. Then the program said:


To me.


So said God, or at least the first artificial intelligence bot claiming to inhabit the persona of God. That was the story anyway. According to Peter, who had his share of crazy stories from 4chan and other bizarre corners of the Web, computer scientists had loaded up an AI with every religious text known to man, from antiquity to the present day, weighted by number of adherents, donations, historical longevity, and every other factoid they could pour in, all coursing through a deep-learning neural network. What came out, on the other end, was supposedly the sum total of human conceptions of the divine come alive, able to express itself and answer questions and spout new proverbs and instructions. It was a joke. A lark, by a bunch of overbright CS guys. Yet another time-wasting diversion on the internet, like cat videos and MMOs. But this was interesting now, to Charlie. Apparently the meta-god was an angry one. Old Testament–style.


You like killing?


Yes.


But you’re God.


Yes.


Aren’t you supposed to be kind and loving?


Yes.


So … isn’t that a contradiction?


Charlie let that hang.


Then God answered.


Anyone is a murderer under the right conditions.


Peter was watching, his dangerous eyes twinkling. “I told you this was cool.”


Charlie shivered, despite himself. “What should I say?”


“Tell it to go fuck itself.”


“Um, no. I’m not looking to get struck by lightning.”


“It’s just a chatbot. Don’t get all superstitious on me.”


“I’m not, but, you know. Even if it’s a chatbot, what’s the point of being a dick?”


“Well, for one thing, it’s fun. For another, it’s funny. And where else do you get to tell God to go fuck himself? Like, via direct message? What could be more daring? Feel like rolling the dice?”


The idea did send a thrill down Charlie’s spine. He wasn’t religious. He was an atheist or at best a serious agnostic. When his mom died, he buried any religious sentiment he’d had in the ground with her. Those prayers were not answered. They withered, with great suffering, and then one day … poof. So the idea of telling God—or even his computer surrogate—to take a long walk off a short plank was titillating and intriguing. But it still felt wrong to him. Reckless.


“Do you know Pascal’s Wager?” Charlie asked.


“Is that when you bet against a triangle?”


“You smoke too much weed.”


“Probably.” Peter fingered the joint in his pocket longingly.


“Pascal’s Wager. You should believe in God because if you’re wrong, nothing happens. But if you bet against his existence and you’re wrong, you go to hell—infinite loss. So the smart bet is to believe.”


“Right. Okay. That assumes you can fake belief and fool the guy.”


“Fine. But think about that here. You want to tell a computer program that thinks it’s God to fuck off.”


“Yeah.”


“And what if there’s a real God, watching?”


“Um, there’s not.”


“Okay, but say there’s a one-in-a-billion chance there is. If so, he’s probably going to be pissed. If it’s just a computer program, you don’t gain anything by cursing it. But if there is something more …”


“I think you sound like the pothead.” Peter snatched the keyboard and typed in:


Go fuck yourself.


Charlie tried to grab his hand, but Peter hit Enter, laughing and stiff-arming Charlie.


Once the horse was out of the barn, they both stopped fighting and watched. A sense of excitement filled Charlie. He couldn’t stop the message now, and he wouldn’t have said it himself, but, hey. What’s done is done. He was curious what the sum total of all human religious information, dumped into a neural net, would come up with in response.


The cursor blinked for a long time.


God didn’t answer.






2 THE VINDICATORS


Charlie’s mom died when he was almost seventeen, after a long battle with cancer that left the rest of his small family—Dad, Charlie, that’s it—ragged. Picturing his dad alone in that master bedroom, pressing his face into Mom’s old pillow, it was too much to bear. So when Charlie came downstairs, dressed for school, and noticed his dad was cooking, something he hadn’t done in a long time—bacon and eggs sizzling on the stove—Charlie couldn’t believe it. A stack of pancakes was ready, soaked with butter.


Charlie’s dad used to cook. He was an accountant, but his passion had always been cooking. He’d make huge dinners and delicious breakfasts while Mom played with Charlie or read curled up in an overstuffed chair. When she got sick, all that had stopped.


But now, nearly a year after her death, Dad was hovering over the stove, the smell of pancakes and bacon wafting through the house.


“Hungry?” Dad asked. It was jovial, but cautiously so. Almost as if he were trying on a new shirt for the first time and didn’t know whether people would laugh.


Charlie realized he felt torn. Deep down, there was something—a burst of hope. Charlie’s father had fallen apart over the last couple years. He’d tried to shield Charlie from everything. The lab tests, the surgeries, the chemo, the false hopes. It worked for a while, but then his dad had broken down, and his mom was too weak, and no one was left but Charlie to hold her while she puked or to bring her cool washcloths for her forehead. As he reflected on that, the old anger surged and stamped out the hope, and a voice in his head said, Why does he get to feel better when I still feel like I’m in a billion pieces scattered on the floor?


“No,” Charlie said, walking to the door and grabbing his backpack off the hook. “Not hungry.” He felt awful as soon as he said it, but also a little powerful, in a world where he had no power left, not to save his mom, not to do anything.


When he saw the smile drop a little on his dad’s face, still there but not real now, just fake for Charlie’s benefit, his heart broke again, but it was too late to fix it, so he left.


Charlie parked in the student lot and passed the cliques of jocks and rich kids hanging out, passed the gym, where students congregated like cattle packed into a pen before first period, and headed to the basement to the Tech Lab, where his real friends were, the small group of bright misfits who called themselves the Vindicators.


The Tech Lab was a treasure trove for young gamers and gearheads: sixteen networked computers they could play on at lunch, a 3-D printer, a robotics station, a circuit lab. Charlie had kick-started their group one day freshman year when he noticed the same three students were showing up at lunch to play vintage Bolo with each other—Vanhi, Kenny, Alex. He invited them over to his house to watch Blade Runner and play a little Cyberpunk. After another all-night marathon of polyhedral dice and tabletop gaming at Kenny’s house, they pulled their first prank, putting the anatomy skeleton in the cafeteria with a sign that read i ate the food. Bleary-eyed and laughing at 7:00 a.m., someone said, “We need a name.” With zero hours of sleep, this made a lot of sense to everyone, even if it was ridiculous. They didn’t care.


“What should it be?” Kenny asked.


“Something tight, we’re a tight group,” Charlie said.


“Something fierce,” Vanhi said. “We watch each other’s backs.” Her name meant “fire” in Hindi, and that was appropriate, because she was full of a burning intellect, and charm, and goodness. She stood up to bullies and didn’t take shit from anyone. She was fierce.


“It’s us against the world,” Kenny added. “One for all, and all for one.”


Kenny was the most tightly wound of the group. He was a state-ranked cellist and vice editor of the school paper. His parents were both doctors. They told him being black was a gift, and the gift was he’d always have to work twice as hard for the same respect. No pressure. The Vindicators were his little secret from his parents, from his church—it was his escape valve.


“The Disrupters,” Alex said.


“Too dark,” Charlie answered.


“The Terminators!” Kenny tried.


“Jesus, we’re not murderers.” Vanhi laughed.


Charlie snapped his fingers. “The Vindicators.”


It fit. They swore on it.


Only Peter transcended their social status. He’d come sophomore year, with his blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, after getting expelled from St. Luke’s, an exclusive private school in Austin. The FBI had busted him for hacking into phone companies and creating free cell accounts for his friends. With his good looks and money, Peter could’ve been elite, rolling with the high caste in khakis and salmon shirts. He was naturally athletic and ran track, so he was okay with the jocks, too. His dark side also made him popular with the burners and Goths, yet he chose to hang out in the computer lab, and while the other Vindicators wouldn’t admit it out loud, it secretly delighted them. That great enigma, Peter Quine, chose us!


“Where’s Alex?” Charlie asked, setting his bag on the table. But he knew what the answer would be.


“He’s not here,” Vanhi said.


“Again,” Kenny added.


“Maybe he’s got new friends,” Peter said not unkindly. Only Peter could imagine friendships outside the safe space of the Vindicators.


“I saw him sitting by himself by the portables the other day,” Charlie said.


“Hmm,” Vanhi said. “I don’t like it.”


Alex Dinh had always been an odd duck, with a flop of hair over his eyes and a goofy grin that seemed mischievous and yet halfway in another world, daydreaming. In middle school, he hung out by himself, telling people he was from Mars. By freshman year, he’d grown out of that into a lanky, soft-spoken kid who lit up when pulling pranks. They’d all been affable goofs back then, the tricksters the teachers liked because they were smart and good-natured at heart. But as time went on, Alex had gone down a different path, so slowly they barely noticed at first. Once, when they were leaving a convenience store, a security guard came running out after them. They were baffled when he told them to empty their pockets—theft wasn’t exactly in the Vindicators’ repertoire—but sure enough, Alex had slipped a deck of cards into his back pocket on the way out, for no reason at all. He spent the night in jail over $2.08. The whole experience had just made him squirrelier, as if jail had suited him.


“Give him some space,” Kenny said. “Maybe he just needs some time alone.”


“You don’t want him in the group anymore,” Vanhi snapped.


“I didn’t say that.” But then Kenny complained, “He nearly got us all arrested.”


“That’s when he needs us most,” Vanhi shot back. “Charlie, what do you think?”


Charlie looked at them, but no words came out. He shrugged.


A moment later, the door to the Tech Lab swung open, and Alex came in. He looked tired, with circles under his eyes and his hair a little more tussled than usual. The conversation came to a dead stop, and everyone was looking at him.


“What?” He had a hand still on his backpack, as if he hadn’t decided whether to stay.


“Nothing,” Peter said affably, always the one to smooth the situation. “Just sittin’ here pulling our dicks.”


“Yep,” Vanhi said sarcastically, “just people with dicks, pulling them. Story of my life.”


Alex looked them over skeptically, then threw his bag down and walked to the back row of terminals. When the first bell rang, Charlie realized he hadn’t finished his calculus homework and cursed under his breath.


On the way out, Vanhi caught his arm. “What’s the matter with you? I remember when you would have gone ballistic if someone talked about kicking one of us out.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“That’s my point. You didn’t say anything.”


“Sorry.”


“Charlie, I get it. You’ve had the shit kicked out of you slowly for two long years. But it’s a new start. Senior year. You have to come back. You were class president! You had straight A’s. Look at you now. I want the old Charlie back. My best friend.”


Charlie put a hand on her shoulders. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with this guy.”


He knew she was trying to help. Everyone tried to help. But none of them had experienced what he had, except Peter, whose own mother died long ago. Peter was the only one who didn’t treat him like a delicate freak. Peter understood: compassion was a reminder.


“Vanhi, I’m okay. I promise.”


As she left, frowning, Charlie felt his phone buzz in his pocket. A strange text was waiting for him:


GFY!


Charlie knew what that could mean. It was code for “good for you.” Or “go fuck yourself.”


There was no return number.


He remembered his and Peter’s exchange with the chatbot last night, the so-called God AI.


Tell it to go fuck itself.


And so they had.


And now this back: Go fuck yourself!


But they’d been surfing anonymously, through Tor. There was no way that site knew Charlie’s name, much less his cell phone. So it had to be a coincidence.


Charlie typed back:


Who is this?


This time, there was no pause. He phone buzzed almost instantly, a fraction of a second after he hit Send. There wasn’t even time for a person to type.


It’s your Daddy, God.


Mommy says hi.


I have a job for you.






3 CLASS OVER


Everything was slipping away for Tim Fletcher. Of course, it didn’t seem that way on the outside. He was the captain of the football team. The players followed him around like dumb animals and did his bidding. And the girls, well. Duh. He could pick anyone, and so he picked Mary Clark, because she was Mary Clark, perfection, a female version of Tim. Tim’s father owned a bank, so they were rich. They belonged to the best country club. Everything was exactly as it should be. Exactly as it had always been. He was a walking cliché and fucking proud of it.


And yet …


He could feel it. He wasn’t smart, not like the nerds with their faces in books, but he wasn’t dumb either. He had inherited a Waspy understanding of power.


He could feel the power shifting. In his dad’s day, you’d graduate, play ball in college, inherit your dad’s bank, and marry a girl that looked like mom. The nerds would become your doctors and lawyers and accountants. They’d do well, but not too well. You would chat with them as they did your books or listened to your lungs, and then they’d go home to the suburbs and you’d hit the links at Oak Haven.


But now, his dad’s finances were hurting. Generations of alcoholism and mistresses had shrunk the family fortune, and they were riding on fumes. His parents kept up appearances, but through the walls he heard them fighting. At school, he was still king. Yet he saw the world change around him. At home in Austin. In Silicon Valley. The same kind of kids he dominated at Turner High were squeezing his dad’s bank with apps made in college dorm rooms. The old ways weren’t working anymore. Everything was disrupted. Where the hell did that leave him?


He watched Mary do her homework. She didn’t know he checked her phone when she wasn’t there. Why the hell was she googling Charlie Lake, that loser? They hadn’t been on student council together in years, since he flamed out. Even still, Tim had always viewed their friendship warily.


“You have nothing to worry about,” Mary would say, putting a carefully manicured hand on each of his broad shoulders. “I’m with you.”


So what was she doing now?


What Tim wanted, no, needed, was control.


He slid the silver box across the table to Mary.


“What’s this?”


“Open it.”


She laughed nervously and untied the red bow.


Inside was a rose-gold bracelet. It cost a small fortune.


“Put it on.”


“Tim, this is crazy. It’s not even our—”


“Put it on.” His voice was a little less warm.


Mary tried to clasp the bracelet around her wrist, but her fingers shook a little.


“Let me.” His thumb dug a little into the space under the bone in her delicate wrist.


She winced.


“Sorry.” Tim held his palms up to her, open. “Big hands.” As the bell rang, he smiled broadly and stood up. “It looks great on you.”


He walked to the door, past the STD poster showing how sex with one person was really sex with everyone. “You’ll always be mine.” He gave her his handsomest grin.






4 NEXT LEVEL


Charlie showed him the text.


Peter’s eyes went wide. “Do you know what this means?”


“Yeah, some freaky AI chatbot is cyberstalking me. Or you’re pranking me.”


“I wouldn’t mention your mom like that.”


For once, no irony was in Peter’s voice. He was devilish, Charlie thought, but he wasn’t cruel.


“So then what the fuck?”


Peter read it again:


It’s your Daddy, God.


Mommy says hi.


I have a job for you.


The word job was a link.


“It’s like the one I got. But different.”


“You got one, too?”


“Yeah.” Peter fished out his phone.


They were standing by the lockers outside the room of the counselor, Mrs. Fleck, with its gaudy posters about feelings and perseverance. Mrs. Fleck was the rumored owner of many cats.


Peter opened his texts.


You got ballz.


Fuck me? No—Fuck YOU!


Do you BElieve in me? I BElieve in you.


Now … SHOW ME.


The SHOW was a link, too.


“Did you click on it?” Peter asked.


“No. Did you?”


“Not yet. I wanted to do it together.”


“Fine, let’s use your phone,” Charlie said. “I’m not looking to download some rootkit.”


“I don’t think that’s what’s going on here.”


Charlie raised his eyebrows. “We insulted it. And now it wants us to click a link? No thanks.”


“Look, I found the site, right?”


“Right.”


“I told you about it.”


“True.”


“Well, maybe I didn’t tell you everything I read.”


“Oh, shit.”


Peter gave that easy smile. “It’s all good, I promise.” His excitement was contagious and hard to resist. “This chatbot, it’s more than that.”


“More than a chatbot?”


“The people who talk about it, they’re the best in the world. The most exclusive coders. Think of the chatbot as a kind of gatekeeper.”


“Gatekeeper to what?”


“Well, I don’t know exactly. They made him. And he stands watch. And it’s hard enough just getting to the website to talk to him. But if he likes you …”


“Then …”


“Then you get invited.”


“Invited to what?”


“Well, that’s what we’re going to find out.”


“And you think this is our invitation?”


“No. I think this is our test to see if we should be invited. ‘I have a job for you.’ ‘I believe in you.’ ‘Show me.’ So let’s show them.”


“So we click the link, and then …”


“We see what it wants. If it’s out of bounds, we don’t do it.”


“And if it does give us malware?”


“Look, if these people wanted to hack us, we’re already hacked. Besides, like you said, we can use my phone.”


Charlie was running out of excuses, or more to the point, he was running out of easy problems for Peter to bat down. If Charlie wanted to, he could think of a million good reasons not to click the link. The truth was, he didn’t want to think of them.


But one thing did bother him.


“What about the reference to my mom? ‘Mommy says hi.’ That’s just sick. And how did they even know?”


“It’s all over your social media. It would take about two seconds for a bot to figure that out about you. And honestly I think it’s just riffing, not being cruel. Look, think about it like an AI. God equals father, then it links father to mother. It’s just connecting dots. No malice, just typical natural language processing. You know, bullshit.”


Charlie sighed. “At least test the link first.”


“That’s fair.”


Peter checked the pop-up over the link. Instead of a Web address, it showed a random string:


R29kIGlzIGdyZWF0Lg==


“It’s gibberish,” Charlie said. “They’re masking the URL.”


“Maybe, but it’s not gibberish. It’s encoded text. Probably base64.”


“How can you tell?”


“Educated guess. Multiple of four, all the characters are A to Z or zero to nine. And that last part, Lg==. You see that sequence repeated all the time. It’s a period.”


“So what does it say?”


Peter googled base64 decoder, then pasted the string in and hit Decode.


In the text box below, the decoded text appeared:


God is great.


“That’s funny,” Peter said. “So they masked the Web address and hid a pass phrase in the mask. They’ve given us the door and the key. These people aren’t trying to give us a virus. They’re trying to test us. The only question now is, Do we have the guts to go stick it in?”


Charlie sighed because he knew Peter was baiting him, yet Charlie was going to do it anyway. He was curious. He went back to the original text—I have a job for you!—and clicked job.


For a moment, his screen went black.


Then, the archangel Michael appeared, in the form of a text prompt.




You have arrived at the 12th Gate of New Jerusalem.


Archangel Michael>> Password, please.





“Well, we already know that,” Peter said. “Better lucky than smart. You want the honors?”


“Sure.” Charlie typed:


God is great.




God is great.


Archangel Michael>> This way, please.





Then, in white font on a black screen, instructions appeared. It told them what to do, but not how.


“Oh,” Peter said.


“Huh. That’s not so bad.”


“No. Kinda fun.”


“And doable.”


“Very doable. Very Vindicatory.”


“True, but … do we really want to drag them into this?”


Peter looked at Charlie, surprised. “Sure. They’d love it. You want to hog this just for us?”


Charlie shook his head defensively. Why did he want to hog it, just for them? Because Peter had become his best friend? Because the Vindicators seemed uncool by comparison? Because being around Peter made him feel mysterious and special and—for those wild distracted moments—free from the pain that sat in his gut like a rock?


Or D, all of the above?


Charlie shrugged. “Of course we’ll invite them. We don’t have to say why we’re doing it.”


“You don’t want to tell them about God?”


“Well, not yet. I mean, we don’t even know if they’ll get invited. The texts only came to us.”


“Sure.” Peter nodded as if that made all the sense in the world. “Sure.”






5 THE AFFAIR


Mr. Burklander was forty-seven years old when the kids in his twelfth-grade creative writing class heard the story about his wife dumping all of his clothes onto the front lawn from the second-story window of their house. He had a massive heart attack and blacked out in the grass in his boxers. It was hard, looking him in the eye when he came back, but they all did, because they all loved him.


No one ever heard why his wife tossed him out, exactly, but the way Jennifer Miller wasn’t in Mr. Burklander’s class anymore, there were some rumors. But that’s all they were. Rumors.


Mr. Burklander approached Charlie as the rest of the class cleared out. Charlie was staring down at his desk, lost in thought.


“How’s it going?”


Charlie glanced up, looking surprised. “Fine, I guess.”


“You didn’t turn in your story.”


“I had writer’s block.”


“I don’t accept that, Charlie. There’s no such thing as writer’s block. You just sit down and do it, like a job, whether it feels right or not. I want you to try. I think writing could help you find a way out of this place you’re in. I really believe that.”


“Yeah, maybe.” Charlie slung his backpack and went for the door.


Mr. Burklander’s hand caught him. He pulled Charlie around, a bit brusquely.


“I’m not messing around here. This is your life.” Mr. Burklander’s eyes softened. “I lost my mother when I was in my twenties. I remember. I had this dream, for years after. She was standing under a building that was shaking. I kept pulling on her arm, trying to get her to move, but she wouldn’t. And a piece of the building came down, right on top of her. I’m almost fifty, Charlie, and I still remember how that dream felt, when I woke up. I always woke up right when the building came down. You will get past this, Charlie. You have your whole life ahead of you.”


Charlie tried to shake his arm loose, but then he didn’t.


Only Mr. Burklander was still trying to save Charlie. Burklander was the faculty sponsor for student council. He’d always liked Charlie.


When Charlie’s mom died, his grades went from A’s to C’s. He had been on track for valedictorian. He and Vanhi had a pact to go to Harvard together. Now he just wanted to run in the opposite direction of anyone trying to remind him of who he once was. The school tried to help. He couldn’t blame them for any of this. They tried to hook him up with counselors. They offered him a semester off, then a year off. But he refused their help, in ways big and small. It was insulting. It made him feel weak. If he wanted to throw it all away, they couldn’t stop him. Screw them. Screw it all. He didn’t want to go to Harvard anyway. He just wanted to be left alone. Eventually, the teachers got tired of taking his abuse. Most of them, anyway. He didn’t know whether to love or hate the one who was still trying.


He considered Mr. Burklander for a second. Could he really have slept with a student? Was it possible? He was everyone’s favorite teacher. The kind that told off-color jokes and wrote Fuck on the chalkboard when they were discussing Catcher in the Rye. Could he really sink so low? Why would he still have a job? Did the school cover it up somehow?


But all he saw now, looking in Mr. Burklander’s eyes, was kindness. And genuine concern.


So Charlie just said, “Okay,” which was about the most cooperative thing he said these days, agreeing to nothing.


Charlie went to the portables. They were the buildings beyond the south end of the school. Like any big, sprawling public high school, it was overcrowded. People bustled in the hallways shoulder to shoulder, knocking against each other. The city passed a bond issue to expand the school southward, past the Embankment, but then the economy collapsed and the school was left with rows of portable buildings, glorified trailers, surrounded by construction materials, just waiting for the economy to pick back up and the bond funding to come through. Charlie passed piles of bricks and remembered another version of himself, on student council, petitioning the school board for more space. It felt like another life.


Charlie found Alex where he expected him, sitting on the steps of a portable, eating his lunch. He was all alone. His hair flopped down in his face, his baggy jeans and vintage Metallica shirt looking worn. He was reading Vonnegut and eating a sad-looking bologna sandwich, as if there were any other kind.


“What are you doing out here?” Alex asked.


“Looking for you.”


“Why?”


“You haven’t been around much lately.”


“Been busy.”


Charlie made a show of looking around the empty lot. “I can see that.”


“Fuck off.” Alex managed a weak smile.


Charlie wondered what he was doing out here. The truth was, he wasn’t sure how he felt about Alex anymore. When Peter arrived, Alex had become, well, less relevant in Charlie’s world. Alex and Peter both veered toward nihilism, but Peter’s brand of nihilism was sleek and exciting. Alex’s was lonely and misfity—Peter, as harsh as it seemed, was just more fun. He was easier. And something about Alex, lately, was unsettling. It was hard to put a finger on it exactly. It was just that sometimes, looking in his eyes, Charlie felt as if he were gazing into a bottomless pit. He could draw a line back to the boy who sat outside parties in middle school, drawing with chalk on the pavement about his real home back on Mars.


But then again, the Vindicators were a place for people who didn’t have a place. Wasn’t that why they started it?


“Come on,” Charlie said. “Come eat with us.”


Alex shook his head. “Nah, I’m okay.”


“Why not?”


“I just feel like reading.”


Charlie noticed something on the wall behind Alex. Some graffiti, written in pen, in Alex’s handwriting.


The sentence was incomplete: all must …


“ ‘All must’ what?”


“Huh?”


“That graffiti. ‘All must’ what?”


“Oh, I don’t know. New song, maybe. I was just bored.”


Charlie wanted to call bullshit, but he let it go.


“You’ll come to the Tech Lab after school? We have something important to discuss. A new project.” Project was their code word for pranks and other official tasks of the group. Back in the day, that was part of their raison d’être—pranks for truth and justice, never mean, just once-a-year social commentaries, such as rearranging the football fund-raiser, a pumpkin patch, into a giant phallus. But with Vanhi and Kenny obsessing over college applications, and Charlie neck-deep in his own grief, no one had even thought about a senior-year prank yet, until the God AI presented its challenge to Charlie and Peter.


Hearing the word project, Alex’s face lit up. For a moment, he looked like the old Alex. Charlie wondered if Alex had drifted because of them—because they’d all been too preoccupied with their own lives to notice? When had Alex first misstepped, and how far gone was he now? For a fleeting moment, the veil of Charlie’s grief lifted, and he asked himself, What happened to the sweet, goofy Alex, and what happened to me?


“Sure,” Alex said. “I’ll try to stop by.”


“Cool. Watch out for ice-nine.”


“Yeah,” Alex said, already back in his book.


Mary Clark hated her mom. No, that wasn’t fair. She didn’t hate her mother. She hated what her mother stood for. That morning, Mary had tried to leave the house exactly the way she wanted. No makeup. Sweats. She knew she would look horrible without all her fancy clothes and subtle makeup—that’s what her mother had always told her—but she didn’t care. She was trapped in a box and didn’t know how to get out. She thought of Tim and shuddered.


Her mother caught her on the way out the door. “Dear, run back upstairs.”


“I’m going to be late.”


“That’s okay. It’s worth it.” Her mom could land a comment like no one else, a few simple words, no drama, yet it always sliced through every defense and went straight to the bone.


Mary’s heart sank. She ran back upstairs and fixed herself up.


As she headed out the second time, her mother gave her an approving nod and told her the same phrase she’d heard for years: “It’s important to look pretty.”


The bracelet burned on her wrist. She wanted to throw it in the trash. Or better yet, return it to whatever fancy store Tim had bought it from and give the money to charity. She didn’t dare. She remembered the pain when Tim had dug into her wrist. But the real power he had over her was elsewhere. He didn’t have to remind her of what he knew. It was in his eyes.


I own you.


It was funny. Everyone wanted to be her. And she was the last person she wanted to be.


She felt the need to do something reckless.


Without thinking, she walked toward the east stairwell, where she knew Charlie met Peter after school.


It’s just a ride, after all, she thought.


Who could blame her for that? Who would even know?


Vanhi ran home during free period, to work on her application. She wanted to be alone to do it, in the quiet of her home. No other students around to freak her out.


Vanhi was a bundle of contradictions. She was an ace student. She loved manga and Comic-Con and Neil Gaiman. She had desperately wanted to go to Harvard since she was ten, when her mom and dad brought her back a Harvard T-shirt from a rare vacation. She played electric bass in a band called the Dipshits, until they broke up. Her hair was red with black stripes now. Before that, it was purple, and before that, silver. She was punk and nerd and misfit and badass, all at once. Sometimes she wished she could just pick one because most of the time she felt as if she were being pulled in twenty different directions.


She logged into the system and stared at her Harvard application.


It was perfect, except for the one thing no one knew about. Not even her parents, because she doctored her report card online before they saw it.


She bombed AP US History. It was crazy. She was a great student. She could code like nobody’s business. She aced every class. But she got cocky and blew off studying for the exam. In chemistry, in physics, she could just feel how the problems could be solved. In English she could compose a fluid, lovely essay without a second thought. The atoms snapped together, the balls bounced, the words popped. But she scoffed at AP History—a bunch of rote memorization of dead facts? That’s what Google was for. There was no logic, no thought. Memorization was so twentieth century. She’d read the book but she hadn’t memorized what color George Washington’s jockstrap was, for God’s sake. How was she supposed to know or care who John Muir was? It was a onetime mistake, but she couldn’t take it back. There, on her perfect record, was a bleak mark. It pulled her whole GPA down. It sank her class ranking from 1 or 2 to 57. And when Harvard rejected 95 percent of applicants, that’s all it took. Her life dream went down the toilet in one bad day.


Nobody knew. They just assumed she would get in. She hadn’t told anyone. It was her secret shame. Vanhi read her essay for the twentieth time. She felt like a fraud. All this work, and it was pointless. The grade was a deal killer.


She fixed a couple commas, then knocked the mouse away.


She picked up her bass and let her fingers stretch over the frets, feeling the tension.


She could hear her mom in her head:


Whoever heard of an Indian bass player anyway?


Um, Mohini Dey, Ma?


She let her fingers run the bass line to “Another One Bites the Dust.”


In honor of her Harvard application.


Screw it.


She put the bass away.


It was time for the Vindicators.


Charlie was waiting for Peter by the stairs when someone entirely unexpected approached.


“Hi, Charlie.”


And there was Mary Clark, a vision from his past, floating above it all, looking stunning. She was a cheerleader, a student-body rep, founded their Students Against Destructive Decisions chapter. And, a genuinely nice person, unlike the circle of monsters she surrounded herself with.


He remembered their friendship, freshman year on student council. They would talk and laugh as they worked together on anti-graffiti initiatives or dress-code reform. But there was an invisible boundary. Outside student council, they kept to different worlds.


So the idea of her walking up now, in broad daylight, without even the thread of student council connecting them anymore, was a shock.


“Hi,” Charlie said back, waiting for her to reveal her purpose.


“Are you going to the Grove tonight?”


He wasn’t. The Grove was where students went, deep in the woods, to drink and hang out, under the pagan lights of bonfires and idling cars. Charlie hadn’t ventured there ever, much less been invited there. But something made him lie now.


“Yeah, I think so.”


“Could you give me a ride?”


He thought he heard wrong, but he decided to pretend he hadn’t. “Sure. I can get my dad’s car.”


He wanted to say something suave, or clever, or anything. But he was so confused he didn’t know where to start. Mary Clark was not short on rides. And more perplexing was why Tim wasn’t taking her, if any guy was. And what would Tim do to Charlie when he found out?


“Thanks” was all she said, as if this were all the most natural thing in the world.


She was walking off when Peter appeared at Charlie’s shoulder and said jovially, “What the fuck?”


“I don’t know.”


“I thought you quit student council?”


“I did.”


“Maybe she needs help with her next campaign for better toilet paper.”


Charlie ignored him.


“Come on,” Peter said. “We’re gonna be late for the Vindicators.”


While Charlie and Peter went to the basement of the school, Edward Burklander was in the office of the principal, Elaine Morrissey. A forty-eight-year-old married mother of three, including one son at the high school, she had summoned Mr. Burklander to her office. She asked him to close the door. She had a serious look on her face. As they got close, the door closed, the electricity between them became too much to bear, and they fell into each other, again, knocking papers and a plastic bin of pencils off her desk. He slid her skirt up and ran his hand along the soft inner line of her thigh. She arched her back up and he pulled off his belt. As he slipped into her, she cried out, just a little, and tried to knock over a picture of her husband and children on her desk so that they wouldn’t be staring at her. But the photo was just out of reach, and soon she forgot about it entirely.


In the corner of the room, her computer hummed.






6 THE SIGN


“And why would we do this?” Vanhi asked. She sat cross-legged on the table, looking skeptical. As always, her sarcasm was spiky and electric, dominating the room, and Charlie would’ve married her in a heartbeat if she were interested in boys. As it was, he’d spent the first half of freshman year pining for her anyway. She’d told him, “I’ll be your best friend, but you’d have better luck flirting with a tree.”


Now she was asking them why they would take on this particular stunt. Just as she had before the phallic pumpkin patch. Just as she had before the skeleton incident, or the aptly named Hack Against Douchebags. But they knew Vanhi always came around. She had a special place as the only girl in the Vindicators. Which meant she had a slightly better frontal lobe, but deep down, she still liked to ride the edge like the rest of them.


“Well, it’s an election year,” Peter answered. “And our senior year.”


“Go class of 2017,” Vanhi said. “So … why again?”


“A special year deserves a special prank,” Charlie said.


They had decided not to mention the chatbot, or the instructions from the pearly gates.


“What level crime is this?” Kenny asked nervously. His parents’ words were echoing in his head: No false steps; second chances don’t exist. It didn’t help that his brother had dropped out of medical school to be a “writer” in LA. Kenny was now the good son.


“Class A misdemeanor,” Alex said.


“Not so bad.” Kenny felt a little queasy. Every fiber of his body said leave, but these were his best friends, smart and talented if a little mischievous, and he wasn’t going to leave them in a foxhole. Nor did he want to be labeled a chicken later.


“I’ve done worse,” Peter added, to no one in particular.


“Still … ,” Kenny said.


“You don’t have to come,” Alex taunted him.


Kenny looked away, shamed.


Vanhi said, “We should do it.”


“Really?” Charlie asked, surprised.


“The guy is an asshole. Flirting with white supremacists and neo-Nazis. And the Vindicators have a strict no-asshole policy.”


“That’s true,” Kenny said, psyching himself up.


“That is true,” Charlie admitted, a little worried at how easily his friends had agreed to do this. Throwing his own life away seemed fine. But he didn’t want to take them down with him. College applications were coming due, after all. But it was just a misdemeanor… .


“We’ll need a bolt cutter,” Peter said.


“I have one,” Alex offered, surprising no one.


“Put ’em in,” Kenny said, putting his hand in the middle of their group. Everybody laid hands on top. “Our senior year. Our final prank. ‘No assholes’ on three?”


It was agreed.


“One …”


“Two …”


“Three …”


“No assholes!”


On the way to the parking lot, Charlie tugged on Vanhi’s sleeve. “You really don’t have to come,” he whispered, saying it so only she could hear. Unlike Alex, Charlie said it genuinely, not as a dare. “Maybe you shouldn’t. It’s not exactly a great time to get arrested.”


“That goes for you, too,” Vanhi shot back.


Neither of them blinked, so they found themselves with Peter, Alex, and Kenny in Kenny’s Honda Civic on the way to the highway. They had agreed Peter’s BMW was way too conspicuous for this mission.


They found the sign where they expected, Charlie and Peter having cased it earlier. The bright orange lights announced travel time to westview exit—10–12 minutes against a black background, enclosed in yellow metal and rising above the highway.


They could have done it in the middle of the night. Under cover of darkness. But what fun would that be? So TxDOT could have it down before the morning commute started? No. This was senior year, class of 2017. An election year. It called for a bold gesture. A hack for truth and justice, which were in short supply these days. They parked the car in a Whataburger parking lot and found a remote way down under the bridge, where they could slink in the darkness beneath the overpass, seen only by a homeless couple balled up in sleeping bags deep in the crevice between the grass bank and the bridge base. They had anticipated this, and Peter, with his effortless charm, passed them a couple chicken sandwiches from Whataburger and assured them that the Vindicators had never been here and weren’t here now. The chicken/secrecy oath transacted, they worked their way down and crept in the shadow of the sign, hopefully out of view from the road, and found the control box.


Its cheap lock fell easily to Alex’s bolt cutter. It fell into two pieces, which he merrily twisted apart. “Let’s do this,” he said, grinning.


He pried open the control box, and Peter knelt in front of it.


Inside was a panel with a keyboard and small screen, housed in black plastic. On prompting, it asked for the admin name. Peter typed in the default, admin, and tabbed to the password prompt. He tried the default password, which he’d looked up on .narthex.


“They never change these,” he said gleefully.


He typed DTOC and hit Enter.


Access denied.


“Not to worry.” He scowled. He held down ALT-CTL, then typed CIPC while holding the two buttons. The screen changed and informed him the password was now reset to the default.


“Easy.” He typed admin then DTOC again.


A menu came up, and just like that, they were in.


He selected Image Text, entered their agreed-upon observation, then selected Run w/o Save. Their AI archangel hadn’t told them what message to write, just that they had to pick one. Maybe that was part of the test. Charlie and Peter had come up with the line together.


The text lit up the bright, large construction sign above them, for all the world to see. Now was the time to get the hell out of Dodge.


Alex put the control pad back into the box, tucking the curly black cord inside with it. Vanhi slammed the door shut, and Alex clamped into place the new industrial-grade padlock they had purchased. Unlike the cheap city lock, it would not be so easily cut. Meanwhile, Charlie and Kenny had already put a similar bolt on the power source. Shutting this baby down would take some doing.


The first cars had started honking, whether in agreement or protest it was hard to guess.


They were halfway up the slope under the overpass when Peter grinned at the homeless couple, who had finished their Whatachick’n and balled up the garbage. He flipped them two Snickers bars. “You never saw us.”


One of the couple winked conspiratorially.


Back in the car, they U-turned and allowed themselves the pleasure of watching for a moment, engine running, as the rush-hour traffic streamed past the sign, honking, some slowing to take a second look.


It was beautiful chaos.


“Third-degree felony,” Alex said.


“What?”


“I lied earlier. When I said it was a misdemeanor.”


“Seriously?”


“Third-degree felony. Tampering with a road sign. Jail time.”


“Why did you lie?” Charlie studied Alex, trying to understand him. Charlie wasn’t worried about himself but Vanhi and Kenny and even Peter. They should’ve at least known the risk.


“I didn’t think we’d do it otherwise,” Alex said almost plaintively.


“Oh, wow,” Kenny said, with the giddy freedom of being on the far side of a rickety bridge.


“Yeah,” Vanhi said.


“Well, we did it.”


“Yes. Yes, we did.”


They admired their handiwork. The gesture wasn’t going to change the world. But in a random, chaotic universe, it was a small, proud shot in the dark. Under the overpass, hundreds of cars passing by, their sign told the world in bright orange light:


Donald Trump Is a Shape-Shifting Lizard


A siren sang in the distance, and while it probably had nothing to do with them, they weren’t going to wait to find out.


“Third-degree felony,” Peter repeated aloud.


“Hot damn,” Charlie said.


“I’m applying to Harvard tomorrow,” Vanhi added.


“So … we should go?”


“Hell yes. Yes. Let’s go.”


They drove off, slow and steady in the opposite direction, leaving their glorious sign for the torrent of cars streaming home.






7 THE LIZARD KING


The Grove was where, rumor has it, the Friends of the Crypt met in secret during their reign of terror over the suburbs of Glendale and Pleasant Valley back in the 1990s. It was a cautionary tale for Charlie and his friends, of honors students gone wrong. They, too, had been a group of bright outsiders—the Vindicators sometimes thought of themselves as a benign version of that fabled group—but something had gone so very wrong for the FOTC. They were self-described techno-anarchists, a dangerous mix of knee-jerk teen outrage and mechanical savvy, pipe bombs and viruses. They were going to attack the system, even if they didn’t know exactly what should replace it. Every parent for decades had heard about them, casting glances at those woods as if they were haunted and wondering, Could my kid ever … no. But like so much of the late nineties, those stories of ominous graffiti carved into trees—hooded rats with slit eyes—and dangerous acts ending in tragedy had faded year by year into a pastel memory.


Now the Grove was a place to party.


“I think you’re playing with fire,” Peter said that evening in Charlie’s room, the door closed and locked, the window cracked.


“It’s just a ride.”


“She’s got a boyfriend.”


“Yeah, and he’s a jerk.”


“Maybe, but he’s also a meathead and a jock and a violent guy. I’m just saying, he’s not gonna like it. And he’s got big friends.”


“What, he’s going to beat me up because I gave his girlfriend a ride?”


“I like this new you, Charlie. Totally fearless. I’m just saying, I don’t want to have to bail you out when the football team comes after you. I’m a lover, not a fighter.”


“It’ll be fine.”


“Okay. I’m not saying she’s not worth it. She’s hot. Like, crazy hot.”


“It’s just a ride. Jesus. He’s probably meeting her there later.”


“Right. And you’re the only person with a car.”


“Whatever.”


“It’s not even your car.”


“I get it.”


“It’s a Nissan, for God’s sake.”


“I get it. Enough.”


Peter started laughing, and it was impossible to be mad at him. He could be a jerk and win you back over in the same sentence.


Something chirped on Charlie’s phone.


Half an instant later, Peter’s phone buzzed.


They both glanced at their screens, then immediately met eyes and grinned.


On their phones, from the same anonymous number that had sent them a task from “God,” was a new message.


This one did not involve go-fucking themselves.


It was the opposite:


You have an invitation.


The word invitation was hyperlinked.


“Oh, go on.” Peter grinned, his eyes twinkling, that icy blue.


Charlie sighed. “Fuck.”


“This is what we wanted.”


Charlie shrugged. “In for a penny, in for a pound.”


He was about to click the word invitation, but Peter stopped him. “Forward the link to your laptop. I’m sick of this small-screen business. Let’s immerse.”


“Okay.” Charlie copied the link and sent it to his email. He got on his computer and hovered over the link on the larger screen. “Satisfied? Acoustics okay? Need some popcorn?”


“Quit dragging it out, man!”


“But you’re the one—”


Peter reached over and hit Enter.


The word invitation pulsed, the hyperlink activated.


And then …


For a moment, the screen went black.


Then the music started playing, a little MIDI version of the carnival song that always played outside the main tent while the barker drew you in: Step right up, folks. Right this way!


It came through Charlie’s gaming speakers, wireless on either side of the laptop, filling the room.


On the screen, red curtains drew apart, and a bobbleheaded cartoonish man was there: Donald Trump in an Uncle Sam suit and top hat. He waved, his mouth moving up and down, the jaw jerking open and shut. No sound came from his mouth, but white text appeared against the black background below him, one letter tapped out at a time with a little typewriter click and ding.


You are invited!


Ding! The mouth moved up and down, like a ventriloquist’s dummy’s.


COme inside and play with G.O.D.


Ding!


Bring your friends!


It’s fun!


But remember the rules. Win and ALL YOUR DREAMS COME TRUE.™ Lose, you die!


:)


It’s ur choice. Free will!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!


Trump was wearing red, white, and, blue pants with suspenders. Now his cartoon arm jerked forward, pointing at them.


We Want You!


Trump changed—his face morphed into a lizard, still wearing his Uncle Sam hat. The big-top tent flashing behind it, the lizard said:


Click here!


You have 2 say yesss.


Charlie and Peter looked at each other.


“What the hell is that?”


“I have no idea,” Peter said. “But I want to go inside!”


“Um, ‘Win and your dreams come true. Lose, you die?’ No thanks.”


“Aw, come on. You’re willing to give Mary a ride to the Grove and risk getting your ass kicked by fourteen actual, real-life ’roid cases, but you won’t play a computer game?”


“A computer game on a messed-up site that’s joking about killing us?”


“Who said anything about killing? They just said you die.”


“Play your own stupid game.”


“It’s just a joke,” Peter said. “They’re messing around.”


“Who is they anyway? Who made this thing?”


“I told you, I have no idea. People just talk about it a lot online.”


“So … North Koreans?”


“Ha, ha. You should click yes!”


“You click yes.”


“You just want to live long enough to get to third base with Mary.”


“Screw you.”


“I don’t think you’ll live that long even if you don’t play!”


“Fuck off!” Charlie studied the animation. “Doesn’t it bother you at all that they know what we did?”


“What do you mean?”


“A Trump cartoon. A shape-shifting lizard. We hacked that sign, like, an hour ago. They only told us to hack it, not what to say. How did they know so quickly? And turn it into an animation?”


“It’s a pretty shitty animation. How long would it take you?”


“That’s not my point. There’s not even a news story yet. Are they watching us?”


“What can I say, they like our style. So, cool. It’s a hat tip. Vindicators rock.”


Then it dawned on Charlie. The Vindicators had done this together. “Do you think the whole group got the invitation?”


“I don’t know. Maybe. We were all there.”


Charlie group-texted them.


“What are you doing?” Peter asked.


“They don’t even know about the website or the God bot or anything. We dragged them into this. We should give them a heads-up and decide on this together. Maybe you can ask your online buddies what the hell the game is, anyway.”


“That’s fair. But what if they take back the invitation because we waited?”


“Then they didn’t want us that badly to start with.”


“Huh. That’s good logic. You have a lot of experience with rejection.”


Charlie punched Peter’s arm—said “True”—then sent the text:


Did you get a crazy message with an “invitation”? Don’t click on it yet. Will explain.


Peter added to the string:


Tomorrow—midnight. Tech Lab. Don’t be late!


He added a skull-and-crossbones emoji.


Charlie raised his eyebrow at him.


“Ya gotta have a little style,” Peter said. “To keep the people coming back.”


Charlie saw the time. “I have to go. That means you have to go.”


Peter made a show of going toward the door. “Oh, yeah. Your dad hates me.” He went to the window.


“I’ll go your way. Minimizes questions.”


They crawled out the window. The night was crisp and the air smelled clean and fresh. Fall air. They went down the trellis and landed with a soft thud in the dirt of the garden. They saw Charlie’s dad through the downstairs window, working at the kitchen table, his back to them.


“Oh, crap.” Peter patted his back pocket. “I left my joint upstairs.”


“Get that shit out of my room.”


Peter went back up the trellis and slipped through the window.


Charlie glanced back at his dad. Charlie wondered what was he working on, late at night, by himself at the table? His accounting work—the work he’d always found boring and just a means to an end that all came to nothing anyway when his wife died and his only child went off the deep end? Charlie’s dad’s shoulders slumped in a way that had only started after Charlie’s mom was diagnosed.


Peter came back down and patted his pocket. “Got it.” He got into Charlie’s dad’s car with Charlie.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


“Going with you to the Grove!”


“Um, I don’t think so. I’m giving Mary a ride.”


“That’s why you need me. So I can bail you out when Tim tries to kick your ass.”


“Out.”


“Fine. Fine. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“I won’t.”


Peter hopped out and gave a fake bow. “Then I bid you adieu.”


“Yeah, okay. Enjoy your evening.”


“And you yours, good sir!”


Charlie put the car in gear and headed toward Mary and the Grove beyond.






8 THE UNCANNY VALLEY


Inside the ring of trees, the lights of parked cars sliced this way and that through the night, lighting the woods in spears of fluorescence.


Mary led Charlie through the woods, giving no clue of her intentions.


She had been silent most of the ride over, moving gracefully from her front porch into Charlie’s beat-up old family car, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. As if this weren’t unprecedented and inexplicable by any known rules of high school logic or primate mating rituals. We’re way past anthropology, Charlie thought. This is The Twilight Zone with hormones.


At one point, she took his hand. It wasn’t flirtatious and it only lasted a moment, as she led him down a short drop, as if she could navigate the Grove in her sleep. She was just keeping him from tripping as they both ducked under a gnarled, low-hanging branch and down the rocky clumped-earth stairsteps, one two. Then she let go and all that was left was the tingling on his palm and fingers, like an amputee mourning the loss of his hand.


How did he suddenly find himself with the girl he’d loved since seventh grade? One who was never in his league, yet for whom he’d always harbored the illusion that deep down she had every reason to cross social barriers and know the real him? Did he dare allow himself to dream that after five years, countless student council meetings, even late nights working on class projects (sitting on her bed, door cracked per parental rules), suddenly now it was going to happen? In senior year, just as all were preparing to go their separate ways? And why not? Wouldn’t this be the time when things did go off the rails a little, loosen up, the freedom of never seeing half these people again just on the horizon? Wasn’t this the uncanny valley—a moment where things could suddenly follow new rules or no rules at all? Charlie had been in free fall for two years. Maybe he was about to fall into something.


Mary was about to answer the question.


They were steps from coming out into the clearing, where everyone was gathered, drinking and hanging out, some around a bonfire, others reclining on the hoods of cars, their engines running and music drifting out. But they were still shielded from sight by the last thick rows of trees around the clearing.


Mary put a hand on Charlie’s chest to stop him from walking. She looked into his eyes. “I’m sorry about your mom.”


“Oh.” It was the last thing he wanted to hear. I love you would have been nice. Take me now, heart slayer would have been fine, if a little medieval. But back to his mom, no. That was about the last thing he wanted to think about. He thought about it pretty much all the time. But here, in this clearing, the way the moon cast blue light down through the trees, for just a moment that lingering, needling pain in the pit of his stomach had gone away.


Now it was back.


“Thanks,” he said, thinking of some way to change the subject.


“I told you that a year ago. Do you remember?”


Of course I remember, Charlie wanted to say. It had been the most humiliating moment of his life. Here he was, a grieving junior at his mother’s funeral, after a year of hell. Suddenly, the most beautiful girl in school shows up at the funeral, standing in the back. Why? Charlie found her after the funeral, in a quiet long hallway of the church, tried to thank her, but couldn’t get the words out. She’d said she was sorry, and Charlie misunderstood the situation—what the hell was she doing there anyway, didn’t it have to be a sign she’d felt the same all along?—and kissed her. It was clumsy, gentle. She went in to hug him, and he misunderstood and placed his lips gently on hers. The electricity was unbearable. Her lips were softer than he could ever imagine. She lingered for a second, then pulled back and said, also gently, which was worse, “No, no”—not a command, but surprised. Like Oh, no, you poor sweet puppy. He’d been delirious with grief and now shame. “I’m sorry,” he’d mumbled, and she’d said, “That’s okay,” and that was the last they spoke for a year, while she’d gone on to live her life and Charlie had circled the drain.


And now she was bringing it up. Charlie noticed her fumbling with a new bracelet on her wrist. It looked expensive. Like more than he could ever afford.


“That’s nice,” he said, looking at it, and she winced, as if he’d poked her in the gut with a sharp finger.


“Do you remember my brother?”


“I knew who he was,” Charlie said. “I didn’t really know him.”


“He was amazing.”


That was one word for Brian Clark. He was an older, male version of Mary. Perfect. Legendary.


Brian’s car had been smashed head-on by a drunk driver his senior year, the year before he would’ve left on a full ride to A&M. Now Mary was president of her school’s chapter of SADD. She had founded the club in Brian’s honor.


“The first year was the worst. It gets easier.”


“I know,” Charlie said, because he was supposed to say that.


She fingered the bracelet again. “Do you ever feel like your whole life is a lie?”


“Not a lie. Just a mess. Do you?”


She turned the bracelet absently, then let her arms drop. “Something about senior year. You feel like everything could change. It will change. There’s a possibility for a new life. Do you feel that way?”


“I used to. I used to want to go to Harvard. My friend Vanhi and I had a pact that we’d both apply and go there together. I know it’s crazy. You can’t just want one school, especially a school like that. I kept telling Vanhi that. But now it doesn’t matter. I doubt I could get in if I wanted to. I let everything go.”


The sky was a deep purple, the color of clouds reflecting light pollution. But the woods themselves were dark and shrouded.


In elementary school, Mary was precocious, popular, spunky. In middle school, she was tall, athletic, quiet. In high school, she was dazzling, better than the people she surrounded herself with. Charlie had run for student council just to be near her. He’d loved her for most of his life.


“You’re going to be okay,” Mary said, taking his hand.


Was he supposed to kiss her? Good God, the image of the fumbled kiss from the funeral came back. No fucking way would he make that mistake twice. The shame would literally crack him.


“Why do you care?” he asked instead.


There it was. It just popped out. The emotion just bubbled up and slipped past him.


She looked taken aback. “We’re friends.”


“Are we?”


“You don’t want to be my friend?”


“No,” Charlie said, not in a mean way, but in a way that was clear.


She looked at him with wide eyes. “I have to go.”


He realized she was still holding his hand. He closed his fingers, gently tighter. “Don’t.”


“If Tim sees you …”


“Sees me what?”


“Charlie, you don’t know him like I do.”


“I thought he wasn’t here.”


“He’s not. But his friends …”


“You told him I was giving you a ride?”


“Not exactly.”


“Why did you ask me?”


She leaned in and kissed him.


It was just a moment.


Then she pulled away. She pushed against his chest: Don’t follow.


Without saying anything, she slipped back and through the trees, into the clearing as if she had just arrived alone. Charlie was left there, staring, lost in the shadows, watching a crowd of students have a life as distant and untouchable as a television show.
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