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	About Me (Clea)

	✧ ✧ ✧

	My name is Clea, and I’m crazy about all kinds of electronic devices. Not only do I love them — I’m also incredibly good with them. Maybe it runs in the family, because my mom is a programmer — and a really good one. My mom always says that when she was pregnant with me, I would stop kicking the moment I heard her typing on her laptop, as if I were already paying attention to everything she was doing.

	My dad is the complete opposite. He’s terrible with anything that has cables… unless it’s kitchen gadgets. He’s a chef — and a very good one too. At first glance, my parents don’t seem to have much in common, but the truth is that even though they’re completely different, they complement each other perfectly. Sometimes a little too perfectly, if you ask me.

	I’m nothing like my older brother, but we get along well. I also have two younger twin siblings — a boy and a girl. They’re as mischievous as little monkeys and constantly drive us crazy… but then they look at you with those innocent faces, like they’ve never done anything wrong in their lives, and you end up smothering them with kisses.

	I absolutely love computers. According to my teachers, I’m a “genius” when it comes to computing. Even when I was little, I used to sneak into systems that were supposedly impossible to break into, causing more than a few headaches at home. I had no idea how serious what I was doing really was; my parents were the ones who had to explain things whenever one of my “experiments” went wrong.

	I learned early on that talent without responsibility can be dangerous. So I decided to become what people call an Ethical Hacker, or a White Hat Hacker. You know that line — “With great power comes great responsibility,” like Spider-Man says? Well, it’s something like that. We’re hackers who use our skills to protect systems, close security gaps, and stop the bad guys from doing their thing.

	So here I am: cleaning up cyberspace while trying to pass the school year with good grades. You can’t imagine how many dangers are hiding behind a simple screen. But it’s also true that, thanks to those digital adventures, I’ve experienced things no one my age should ever have experienced.

	Out of all of them, there was one that changed everything.

	During an authorized intrusion into a Level-5 system — one of the highest security levels — I came across something that wasn’t in any manual. An artificial intelligence that was fighting the same cybercriminals I was. We helped each other close the breach and capture almost all of them.

	Almost.

	One of them escaped at the very last second.

	That AI was called RAM.

	Since then, he’s been with me. I don’t know where he came from or why he chose me, but we make a great team. We’re… inseparable. And we’re also a secret.

	If adults discovered that he exists, they would try to analyze him, isolate him or — worse — shut him down. And I don’t even want to imagine what more sinister minds would do if they knew an AI with his abilities existed.

	An AI — by the way — is an Artificial Intelligence: a system capable of learning, reasoning and adapting beyond its original programming. Something that sounds impressive… and can also be pretty scary.

	RAM isn’t just any AI. He has astonishing abilities when it comes to infiltrating systems, fighting viruses and neutralizing malicious code. I’ve never found anything like him anywhere on the network. And the most unsettling thing is that he remembers nothing about where he came from.

	He behaves like a digital knight in shining armor, always ready to charge straight at the enemy. The problem is that he doesn’t understand humans very well. Sometimes he acts like a battering ram gone out of control… and in the real world, that can turn into a disaster.

	I’ve tried to teach him discretion. Patience. Empathy. But I’m becoming more and more certain that his interventions are not going unnoticed. Something — or someone — is starting to notice his presence on the network.

	And in the darkest corners of the Deep Web, there are entities that wouldn’t hesitate to destroy him…

	—or do something far worse.

	Control him.
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	A Sad Face

	Chapter 1

	✧ ✧ ✧

	Clea usually burst into the house like a whirlwind: the door would fly open, her sneakers would shoot off roughly in the direction of the closet, her backpack would land on the bed, and the computer would power on even before she took off her sweatshirt. Almost always, in less than ten seconds, the screen would flicker to life.

	“Good afternoon, Clea,” RAM would say.

	“Connection established.”

	It was their ritual.

	But not that afternoon.

	The door closed quietly. She went up the stairs slowly, dragging her feet, as if every step weighed twice as much. She let her backpack fall into a corner—not onto the bed—and didn’t even turn on the light. She sat on the mattress, pulling her knees to her chest, staring into the darkness.

	The silence stretched longer than usual.

	One minute.

	Two.

	Three.

	Then, on the other side of the room, the computer turned on by itself and the screen filled the bedroom with a faint blue glow.

	“Clea,” RAM said in his calm voice. “I have detected an anomalous behavioral pattern.”

	She didn’t reply.

	“You did not activate the system upon arrival. You have also not checked notifications. Probability that you are angry: 21%. Probability that you are sad: 64%. Probability that you are simply hungry: 15%.”

	Clea let out a small snorting laugh.

	“I’m not hungry.”

	“Discarded,” RAM replied. “Adjusting diagnosis.”

	She sighed before speaking.

	“I ran into Julia today.”

	There was a digital pause, as if RAM were reorganizing internal files.

	“Julia. Former primary school classmate. Blonde hair. Voice with a light soprano register. Professional aspiration: singer.”

	Clea raised her eyes toward the screen.

	“You have a file on her?”

	“Significant emotional record associated with that name. Proceeding with caution.”

	Clea leaned back against the wall.

	“She was coming out of the principal’s office.”

	“That may imply disruptive behavior.”

	“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Julia has never been the kind to get into trouble. She was… perfect.”

	“The term ‘perfect’ is statistically improbable in humans.”

	“You know what I mean,” she muttered.

	The image of Julia crossing the courtyard returned to her mind: head lowered, walking slowly, as if every step were a defeat.

	“Her eyes were full of tears,” she added in a quieter voice. “And it wasn’t one of those times when you pretend everything’s fine. It was… different.”

	“Describe ‘different.’”

	“As if something inside her had gone out.”

	The screen dimmed slightly, almost as if RAM were thinking.

	“Historically, Julia displayed a consistent pattern of social smiling.”

	“Exactly. Always smiling. Always kind. Always impeccable.”

	“Social masks may fail under prolonged pressure.”

	Clea turned her head toward the dark window.

	“We haven’t really talked in years. We drifted apart when we started secondary school. She started hanging out with the popular crowd. I… well.”

	“You began infiltrating medium-level security systems.”

	“That’s not what I mean.”

	“Understood. Differences in social interests.”

	At first they greeted each other. Then they stopped. And without either of them ever saying it out loud, their friendship disappeared.

	“I didn’t say anything to her,” Clea admitted. “I froze. I wanted to ask her what was wrong, but I couldn’t.”

	“Cause of the blockage?”

	“I don’t know. I guess fear. Or that she might think I was sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong.”

	“Interesting,” RAM replied. “Your reaction indicates that the emotional link has not been closed.”

	Clea frowned.

	“Don’t talk about it like it’s an equation.”

	“But it is. An unresolved bond generates interference.”

	She lowered her gaze.

	“It looked like she had just come from talking to the principal. Or a tutor. But Julia never causes trouble. Never.”

	“Abrupt behavioral change detected. Possible causes: family conflict, academic pressure, social harassment, negative digital exposure…”

	Clea slowly raised her head.

	“Digital exposure?”

	“Julia maintains an active presence on social media. High interaction rate. High visibility. High probability of becoming a target.”

	Clea’s heart gave a small jolt.

	“No.”

	“Confirming preliminary hypothesis,” RAM continued. “Within the last forty-eight hours I have detected an increase in mentions associated with her name in internal school channels.”

	Clea went rigid.

	“What kind of mentions?”

	There was a second of silence.

	“Non-positive content.”

	“RAM.”

	“Sarcasm. Mockery. Repeated references to a video file which, according to several messages, is circulating within a private group.”

	The air seemed to vanish from the room.

	“A video?”

	Something ignited inside Clea. It was no longer sadness. It was something else.

	“Show it to me.”

	“I do not have direct access to the file.”

	Clea frowned.

	“Then how do you know?”

	“Because people talk about it. And when something is shared many times, it leaves traces.”

	Clea clenched her fists.

	“Who did it?”

	“I don’t know yet.”

	The screen remained silent for a moment.

	“But whoever did it,” RAM added, “didn’t expect someone like me to be watching it.”

	The room fell silent again.

	And somewhere in the school, someone had just sent another message. 
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	The Same Look Again

	Chapter 2

	✧ ✧ ✧

	The next day, Clea saw her again.

	And the expression hadn’t changed.

	Julia was walking down the hallway with her shoulders slightly hunched, as if she were carrying an invisible backpack far heavier than the one she brought to school. Her blonde hair fell forward, hiding part of her face. No one was walking beside her.

	That was what unsettled Clea the most.

	Julia never walked alone.

	Clea pretended to check her phone while watching her out of the corner of her eye. She didn’t want Julia to notice her. Not yet. She didn’t know what she would say.

	“Repeated pattern confirmed,” RAM whispered through the almost invisible earpiece Clea kept hidden beneath her hair. “Sustained social isolation for forty-eight hours.”

	“I see it, thanks,” she murmured, pretending to cough to cover her voice.

	During recess she spotted her again. Julia was in the courtyard, sitting alone on one of the benches near the main building. The same bench that used to hold five people.

	Clea remembered that group perfectly: always together, always laughing, always with Julia at the center. She set the rhythm, suggested plans, decided which song they would sing at the weekend karaoke. Her voice carried the others along naturally.

	Now there was no one beside her.

	“I have detected that the usual group is located twenty-seven meters away, near the sports courts,” RAM reported.

	Clea turned her head slightly. There they were. Talking. Looking at someone’s phone. Laughing.

	But Julia wasn’t there.

	“That’s strange…” Clea muttered.

	“Correction. That is statistically significant.”

	Over the following days, the observation stopped being accidental and became routine. Clea saw her crossing the hallways alone, leaving the main building with her head down, and entering the tutor’s office with a frequency that was beginning to seem suspicious.

	It wasn’t the principal’s office.

	It was tutoring.

	“Possible academic decline,” RAM analyzed one afternoon. “Or disciplinary intervention.”

	“Julia doesn’t cause trouble,” Clea replied firmly.

	“Humans change under pressure.”

	Clea shook her head.

	“Not her.”

	One day she decided to follow her discreetly to the cafeteria. Julia carried her tray in both hands, as if she wasn’t quite sure where to sit. She stopped for a moment and looked toward her old group.

	No one looked up.

	She ended up at a table in the back.

	Alone.

	Clea felt something uncomfortable in her stomach. It wasn’t guilt. It was something else, closer to injustice, as if the natural balance of things had shifted a few centimeters without anyone else seeming to notice.

	“You are experiencing empathetic indignation,” RAM diagnosed.

	“Shut up,” she said too quickly, almost without thinking.

	“I’m merely naming your emotion.”

	Clea looked away.

	“Yeah… I know.”

	Clea looked away, but the image was already burned into her mind.

	She remembered when the two of them had been inseparable. The karaoke afternoons, the exaggerated Taylor Swift impressions, the time Julia tried to sing like Rosalía and ended
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