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Chapter 1: The Symposium
The university field house had never smelled like this before, ozone and burnt coffee, hot solder and nervous perfume, all of it trapped under a ceiling built for basketball games and graduation ceremonies. Tonight it belonged to science. Forty-two research tables stretched across the gym floor in neat rows, each one lit by a cheap clip lamp and crowded with the particular chaos of undergraduate ambition: poster boards curling at the corners, laptops running slideshows nobody was watching, and students standing a little too straight, like the judges might dock points for slouching.
Somewhere near the concession stand, a popcorn machine rattled out its last batch of the night, and the smell of butter and salt drifted over tables covered in circuit boards and centrifuge tubes, an odd domestic note in a room full of ambition. Folded bleachers lined the far wall, half in shadow, and the banners overhead, decades of in-house championships nobody outside the athletic department remembered, hung still in the stale gymnasium air. Somewhere, a laptop speaker was looping the same fifteen seconds of a simulation video on repeat, the tinny sound swallowed by the general murmur of two hundred people trying to talk over each other.
It was, Ava thought, the least romantic setting imaginable for the biggest night of her academic life. She would not have wanted it any other way.
Ava Hart's table was the only one with a line.
She stood behind a stainless steel housing about the size of a toaster oven, cables running from its base to a laptop that scrolled real-time data across the screen in tight green columns. The device hummed faintly, not the whine of something straining, but the low, contented sound of something working exactly as designed. She'd built it in her parents' garage over eleven months, rebuilt half of it twice, and now, at twenty years old, she was about to explain to five judges from three different engineering firms why it mattered.
"The core problem with existing catalytic converters," she said, and her voice didn't shake, not even a little, "is that they're reactive. They clean up pollution after combustion has already happened. This prototype is predictive ,it adjusts the fuel-to-air ratio in real time, before the reaction completes, which cuts particulate output by an average of thirty-four percent in bench testing." She tapped the laptop screen without looking at it; she'd memorized every line of that graph. "I'm not asking you to believe me. I'm asking you to watch it happen."
She ran the demonstration. The judges leaned in. One of them, a woman with silver-streaked hair and a lanyard from a firm Ava had researched obsessively for weeks, actually smiled.
Ava Hart had dark hair she'd twisted back that morning with the efficient carelessness of someone who'd rather think about chemistry than hairstyles, and eyes that tended to fix on whatever problem was in front of her like nothing else in the room existed. She was tall enough to hold a room without trying, with the kind of posture that came less from confidence than from years of being the only woman at a table full of men who expected her to prove herself twice before they'd listen once. She was not, by her own estimation, especially good at parties. She forgot people's names within seconds of hearing them and had a tendency to talk too long about ideas nobody had asked about. But she was very good at this ,at standing in front of strangers with power over her future and making them understand, in four minutes, why she'd given up four years of Friday nights for a machine that hummed.
She'd rehearsed the pitch in the mirror so many times her roommate had started reciting it back to her as a joke, the core problem with existing catalytic converters had become, unfortunately, the unofficial slogan of their apartment. But rehearsal was armor, not performance. Underneath the calm voice was a girl who had skipped two spring breaks, missed her best friend's birthday party, and spent more nights than she'd admit falling asleep at her desk with a soldering iron still warm beside her elbow. None of the judges needed to know that. They just needed to see the data and it was game over for everyone.
When she finished, the applause from the small crowd that had gathered was genuine, and so was the flush that crept up her neck. She hadn't expected an audience. She'd expected judges.
Twenty feet back, near the folded bleachers, Jordan Hale watched the last part of her presentation with his arms crossed and his weight settled easy on his heels ,a habit from four years of standing at attention that he'd never quite unlearned, even now that nobody was making him do it.
He wasn't a student. He didn't own a poster board or know what a catalytic converter did, beyond the vague sense that it was the reason his truck didn't smell like a bonfire. He was here because Ethan Kessler, his oldest friend and Ava Hart's cousin, had spent the entire drive over talking about "his genius cousin" with the kind of pride usually reserved for siblings, and Jordan had come along because he had nothing better to do on a Thursday night and Ethan had promised free popcorn.
He was twenty-four, built like someone who'd spent a lot of recent months doing pushups on command, and dressed like a man who owned exactly one clean flannel shirt and had put it on for the occasion. Three weeks out of the police academy, badge not yet issued, he still carried himself like he was being evaluated, shoulders squared, eyes moving, cataloguing exits out of a habit nobody had asked him to keep.
Before the academy there had been four years in the Army, two of them overseas, and before that a childhood spent bouncing between relatives after his mother's schedule made fixed parenting logistically impossible. He'd learned early that the safest thing to be was useful, the guy who fixed the leaking faucet, who drove three hours to help a friend move, who showed up. It was, he sometimes suspected, the whole reason he'd chosen this career. Somebody had to be the one who showed up on purpose.
He shifted his weight, checked the exits without meaning to, gymnasium doors, emergency exit signs glowing red above the bleachers, the loading dock behind the concession stand ,and then caught himself doing it and almost laughed. Old habits. Nobody in this room needed protecting from anything more dangerous than a bad grade.
He hadn't planned on listening to the whole presentation. But somewhere around I'm asking you to watch it happen, he'd stopped scanning the room and started watching her instead.
It wasn't just that she was pretty, though she was, an observation he filed away and immediately felt a little embarrassed about. It was the calm. He knew what nerves looked like; he'd spent months learning to read a room, to catch the tell in someone's hands or the catch in their breath. Ava Hart did not have any of that. She stood in front of people with the power to make or break her future and she looked like she was daring them to disagree with her.
Composure like that isn't taught, he thought. That's earned.
"—and your winner, for the fourth consecutive year running the Dean's Award for Undergraduate Innovation goes to Ava Hart, College of Engineering, for the Predictive Emissions Reactor."
The announcement cracked over the PA system and the field house erupted. Ethan, three tables down, let out a whoop loud enough to turn heads and started shoving his way toward his cousin before the applause had even settled. Ava's hands flew to her mouth, and for just a second, one unguarded second before the practiced composure slid back into place, her whole face opened up into something raw, delighted, and completely unrehearsed. Relief. Joy. The look of someone who'd been holding her breath for eleven months and had finally been allowed to let it out.
Jordan found himself smiling before he'd decided to.
As Ava crossed toward the small podium to accept her trophy, a chunk of engraved lucite that looked cheap and meant everything, her eyes swept the crowd out of pure reflex, the way anyone does when a room is suddenly looking at them. They caught, for just a heartbeat, on his.
Neither of them looked away first. It wasn't a long moment. It wasn't a moment that meant anything, not yet, just two strangers noticing each other across a gymnasium full of noise. Nevertheless, something in it snagged, small and bright, like a spark that hadn't decided yet whether it would catch.
Then the crowd shifted, someone's shoulder cut the line of sight, and it was gone.
The next ten minutes belonged to everyone but Ava. Her parents got to her first ,Dr. Emily Hart, a biochemist with the same steady dark eyes as her daughter, hugging her hard enough to nearly topple the trophy, and Marcus Hart, an engineer himself, clapping his daughter on the back with the kind of pride that didn't need words. Professors offered congratulations. A local news reporter asked if she had thirty seconds for a comment. Ethan finally reached her and picked her clean off the ground in a hug that made her laugh ,a real laugh, loose and unguarded, nothing like the composed voice she'd used with the judges.
"Okay, okay, put me down, you menace," she said, swatting at his shoulder. "You're going to break something and then I'll need a new prototype."
"You won," Ethan said, as if she might have missed that part. "Number one. Four years running. You're basically a legend now." He turned, tugging someone forward by the sleeve of a flannel shirt. "Hey, this is Jordan. Jordan, this is her. The genius. I told you."
Up close, Ava registered two things about him almost simultaneously: that he was better looking than she'd clocked from across the gym, and that he was looking at her the way the judges had looked at her data, like he was actually paying attention, not just being polite.
"Congratulations," Jordan said, and offered his hand. His grip was firm, brief, professional. "That was, I don't understand a word of what you just explained, but I understood that you were right about it. That's a hard thing to pull off."
It was such an odd, specific compliment that Ava laughed before she could stop herself. "That might be the nicest thing anyone's said to me all night, and I just won an award."
"Jordan just finished up at the academy," Ethan said, clearly proud of that too, in the way people are proud of things their friends have earned. "Graduated three weeks ago. Officially a rookie now."
"Police?" Ava asked, glancing at him with fresh interest.
"Working on it," Jordan said. "Badge is still in processing. Right now I'm just a guy in a flannel shirt eating your free popcorn."
"Don't undersell yourself," Ethan said. "He finished top of his class in tactical response. Guy's a machine."
"Ethan."
"What? It's true." Ethan grinned, unrepentant, and turned back to Ava. "You should've seen him at my graduation party. Some guy tried to start something with my roommate over a parking spot, and Jordan just, stood there. Didn't say a word. Guy backed off like he'd seen a ghost."
"That's not a superpower, that's just being six-foot-two," Jordan said, but there was a dry humor under it that made Ava smile wider.
"So what, you just go around intimidating people into good behavior?" she asked.
"Mostly I go around eating other people's popcorn," Jordan said. "The intimidation's a side gig."
Ava laughed again, helpless, and unguarded, the kind of laugh she usually saved for people she'd known for years, not people she'd met ninety seconds ago. She caught herself doing it and felt a small, pleasant confusion, like walking into a room and forgetting why she'd come in, except the reason was standing right in front of her.
Dr. Emily Hart appeared at her daughter's elbow before Ava could think of anything else to say, one hand still resting proudly on the trophy as though she couldn't quite let go of it either. "We are going to be insufferable about this for weeks," she announced to no one in particular. "Marcus already texted your grandmother. She wants to frame the article."
"There's no article yet, Mom."
"There will be. I have faith." Emily turned, taking in Jordan with the quick, assessing warmth of a mother meeting someone new in her daughter's orbit. "And you are?"
"Jordan. Ethan's friend." He extended a hand, easy and unhurried. "Congratulations on your daughter. That presentation was the most confident four minutes I've seen out of anybody all night, and I don't even understand emissions chemistry."
Emily's eyebrows lifted, clearly pleased, clearly filing something away. "Well. Aren't you charming?"
"Mom," Ava said, mortified, and Emily just laughed and let herself be pulled back toward Marcus and a cluster of well-wishers waiting by the trophy table.
Jordan shot Ava a look that clearly meant drop it, but Ava was still smiling, turning the little Lucite trophy over in her hands like she hadn't quite decided it was real yet. Around them the field house noise rolled on, parents, judges, the low hum of forty-one other projects nobody would remember by morning, but for a second, in the small circle of people who actually knew her, it felt quiet enough to hear herself think.
She had no idea, standing there with her trophy and her aching cheeks from smiling too hard, that this was the last uncomplicated night she'd have for a long time. That somewhere out past the parking lot, past tonight's applause and her parents' pride and the warm, ordinary chaos of a win she'd earned fair and square, something had already started that she couldn't see yet.
All she knew was that the quiet, watchful stranger in the flannel shirt had a good handshake, an unfairly nice smile, and eyes that didn't move off her for the rest of the night.
Chapter 2: The First Threat
Ava woke up smiling.
It took her a second to remember why (that lag between sleep and memory), and then it hit her all over again: the trophy on her nightstand, the applause still faintly ringing in her ears, the way her dad had teared up a little when he thought no one was looking. She lay there a moment longer than she needed to, staring at the ceiling of her apartment bedroom, letting the feeling settle into her bones. Four years running. I actually did it.
Her phone buzzed on the charger, and she reached for it without opening her eyes, already composing the reply to whatever congratulatory text was waiting: Ethan, probably, sending some ridiculous meme to commemorate the occasion, or her mother forwarding the first draft of a group text to relatives Ava hadn't spoken to since Thanksgiving.
It wasn't Ethan. It wasn't her mother.
Unknown Number: You don't deserve to win. Stay out of the spotlight.
Ava sat up, frowning at the screen the way she frowned at a data set that didn't match her hypothesis, not alarmed, exactly, just recalibrating. She read it twice. There was no name, not even a basic area code she recognized, no context. Just eleven words sitting in her inbox like they belonged there.
She almost laughed. Okay. Sure.
By the time she'd showered and made coffee, she'd already built a working theory: Devon Marsh, the sophomore who'd taken second place with his solar-charging backpack and had spent the better part of the awards ceremony not clapping. Devon, who'd cornered her by the parking lot last spring to explain, at length, why peer review was "fundamentally compromised" the one semester she'd beaten him. It fit. It fit so well that by the time she sat down across from her roommate at their kitchen table, she'd already turned it into a joke.
"Look at this," she said, sliding her phone across the table. "I think Devon Marsh has entered his villain era."
Sarah, dark curls still damp from the shower, a chemistry textbook open beside her bowl of cereal because Sarah believed breakfast and exam prep were not mutually exclusive activities, read the message and snorted. "'Stay out of the spotlight.' Who talks like that? Did he workshop this with a thesaurus?"
"I'm picturing him hunched over his phone at two a.m., practicing different levels of menacing." Ava took her phone back, already typing a reply in her head that she wasn't actually going to send. "Should I write back? 'Devon, buddy, it's called being better than you, try it sometime'?"
"Please don't. Do not engage with the sad little goblin." Sarah pointed her spoon at Ava like a gavel. "Screenshot it, laugh about it, delete it, move on. That's the protocol for sad little goblins."
"That's very specific protocol."
"I have a lot of experience with sad little goblins. I went to an all-girls high school." Sarah grinned, and just like that the tension Ava hadn't quite admitted to feeling loosened in her chest. This was easy, but was this normal? A jealous classmate letting off steam after a loss: annoying, a little pathetic, not actually anything.
Still, she screenshotted it before she deleted it, just in case.
She didn't mention it to her parents. That decision took less thought than she expected, barely a decision at all, more like a reflex, the same reflex that made her button her lab coat before answering questions she didn't fully know the answer to. Her mom and dad had driven forty minutes to watch her win last night, had stood in that gymnasium glowing with a pride so visible it was almost embarrassing, and Ava was not about to hand them a strange text message and watch that glow curdle into worry. Not over something so obviously stupid. Not over Devon Marsh and his thesaurus.
They called that evening anyway, the way they always did after anything that mattered.
"We are so unbelievably proud of you," her mother said, for probably the fourth time since last night, and Ava could hear the smile in her voice even through the phone. "Your grandmother wants us to frame the local paper's write-up. I told her there isn't one yet."
"There might not be one at all, Mom. It's a college symposium, not the Olympics."
"There will be one," Emily Hart said, with the particular confidence of a woman who had already decided how this story went. In the background, Ava heard her father's voice, muffled, and then her mother relaying it: "Your dad says to tell you Eco-Fuel's stock ticker came up on his feed today and he 'felt a disturbance in the Force.'"
"Tell Dad his humor did not improve overnight."
But underneath the teasing, Ava caught something else in her mother's voice, a note that hadn't been there this morning, careful in a way pride usually wasn't. "Sweetheart, has anyone reached out to you? About the reactor, I mean. Any companies, any... I don't know, anyone strange?"
Ava's stomach did a small flip. She thought of the message still sitting, unsent-but-not-forgotten, in her screenshots folder. Stay out of the spotlight.
"No," she said, and it wasn't quite a lie, because nobody had reached out, not really. Somebody had just texted her something unpleasant and anonymous, which was different. Categorically different. "Why?"
"No reason. Your father's just being paranoid, a design that promising, patent pending, four years of press attention building up to it. People notice things like that. Companies notice things like that." A pause, and then, lighter, like she was folding the worry back up and putting it away: "We just want you to be careful. That's all. You worked so hard for this. We don't want anything to happen. We just want you to enjoy it."
"I am enjoying it," Ava said, and meant it, mostly. "I promise. I'm fine."
"Careful," Ava repeated, testing the word. "Careful how?"
"I don't know, honestly. That's the trouble with your father and his instincts: very strong, very vague." A soft laugh, and then, more seriously: "When your dad's company patented that valve design years ago, before you were born, we had two firms try to buy the patent out from under us before we'd even filed the paperwork properly. Nothing illegal. Just persistent too persistent. Persuasive people who don't like being told no. That reactor of yours isn't a school project anymore, sweetheart. It's a threat to somebody's bottom line. I just want you thinking about that, is all. You don’t need to be scared at all, just stay aware."
A threat to somebody's bottom line? Ava turned the phrase over after she'd hung up, sitting at her desk with her laptop open to a half-finished materials-sourcing spreadsheet she no longer had the concentration to look at. It was a strange kind of vertigo, being told by the two people who knew her best that the thing she'd built in a garage over four years might now exist inside rooms she'd never see, discussed by people who would never know her name, only her patent number.
She thought about telling her mother then. The words got as far as her throat and stopped there. Actually, Mom, someone already texted me something like that. She could picture exactly how it would go: the careful pause, the sudden flurry of questions, her father getting on the extension, the two of them deciding, gently but immovably, that this was now a Family Matter. And for what? A single anonymous message from a number that had already gone quiet. It would turn one bad text into a crisis, and Ava had spent four years building a reputation for not needing anyone to manage her crises for her.
She hung up, feeling the small, familiar guilt of a half-truth, and told herself it didn't count as one, because it wasn't. Nothing had actually happened. A stranger had sent her eleven ugly words from a number that would probably never text her again. That wasn't a secret. That was nothing.
She spent the two hours before dinner in the campus lab instead of at home, telling Sarah she wanted to get a head start on cleaning up the reactor's control code before the semester picked back up. That was true, technically. It was also, if she was honest with herself, an excuse to be somewhere with a keycard entry and a professor's name on the door, somewhere that felt like it belonged to her in a way her phone currently didn't.
Work had always been the thing that steadied her. It was the one place where effort and outcome lined up in a way the rest of life rarely bothered to offer: run the simulation, read the output, adjust the variable, run it again. No anonymous opinions about who deserved what. Just problems that yielded, eventually, if you were patient and precise and refused to quit on them.
Tonight the code wouldn't behave. She debugged the same block of logic four times, found nothing wrong with it any of those times, and finally admitted to herself that the problem wasn't the code. It was her, sitting in a fluorescent-lit lab at nine at night, checking her phone every few minutes for a message she'd already told herself didn't matter.
She closed the laptop harder than she meant to. She waited until Sarah had gone to bed to open the message again.
She told herself she was just tidying up, deleting old screenshots, clearing her camera roll the way she did every few weeks when her phone started complaining about storage. But she found herself reading it a third time, a fourth, the words sitting differently now than they had over coffee this morning, when Sarah's laugh had made the whole thing feel like a joke they were both in on.
You don't deserve to win.
It was such a small, specific cruelty. Not your project is bad, or the judges were wrong, both of which she could have shrugged off with the practiced ease of someone who smarter people than Devon Marsh had doubted. This was more personal than that. This was aimed at the part of her that had spent eleven months falling asleep with solder burns on her fingers, that had skipped Sarah's twentieth birthday party for a failed calibration run, that had built something real out of four years of being underestimated in exactly the rooms where it mattered most. You don't deserve it. As if someone had been watching her work and decided, unilaterally, that none of it counted.
Ava hated that it got under her skin. She hated it more than she would have admitted to anyone, even Sarah, maybe especially Sarah, who would have hugged her and meant it and made the feeling real by acknowledging it out loud. Ava didn't want it to be real. She wanted it to be Devon Marsh being petty on a Thursday night, a small, contained, laughable thing that had nothing to do with her actual life.
You worked for this, she told herself, sitting cross-legged on her bed with her thumb hovering over the delete button. Nobody gets to tell you that you didn't earn it. Not some coward hiding behind a blocked number.
She deleted the message. Then, a moment later, she went back into her screenshots and made sure the copy was still there, a small, contradictory act of self-preservation she didn't examine too closely. Just in case there was ever a reason to prove this had happened, though she couldn't imagine, sitting there in the safe, quiet dark of her own room, what that reason might be.
She plugged in her phone, turned off the lamp, and lay awake a little longer than usual, staring at the same ceiling that had held her smile that morning, trying to talk herself back into the feeling. Four years running. I actually did it.
Eventually, she believed it enough to fall asleep. She had no way of knowing yet that the message she'd just deleted wasn't an ending. It was an opening line.
Chapter 3: Campus Spotlight
The first person to stop Ava on her way across the quad Monday morning was a freshman she didn't recognize, a girl with a cable still stiff from orientation week, who practically vibrated with nervous energy as she blurted out, "Oh my god, you're Ava Hart, right? The emissions thing? My TA showed us the article, that's so insane! Congratulations."
Ava smiled, said thank you, and kept walking, and by the time she'd crossed the remaining hundred yards to the chemistry building, it had happened three more times. A guy from her thermodynamics section gave her a fist bump she hadn't asked for. Two girls from the engineering society waved so enthusiastically that Ava nearly walked into a bike rack. Even Professor Ahmed, who Ava was fairly sure had learned her name only sometime in October of last year, stopped her in the hallway outside the lecture hall to shake her hand.
"Four years running," he said, beaming like he'd personally invented her. "The department's talking about putting your prototype in the display case by the dean's office. How does that feel?"
"Weird," Ava said, which was true, and also the easiest word to reach for when what she actually meant was too complicated to say out loud to a professor in a hallway before nine in the morning.
It wasn't that she disliked the attention. That would have been a lie, and Ava didn't like lying, not even to herself, not even about something as small as this. There was a real, physical pleasure in being recognized for something she'd worked so hard on, a warmth that spread through her chest every time someone said her name like it meant something. She'd earned this. She knew she'd earned it, in the specific way she knew the tensile strength of the alloy housing on her reactor or the boiling point of ethanol, a fact she could recite without doubt.
But there was also something exhausting about being known in a way she hadn't quite been before. It wasn't just that people recognized her project now. It was that they recognized her, expected something from her, a performance of humility and brilliance and easy charm all delivered in chorus, on demand, in hallways and elevators and the ten seconds between classes when she just wanted to eat a granola bar in peace. By the time she reached her seat in chemistry, second row, same seat she'd sat in since August, she had already smiled more times before nine a.m. than she usually did in an entire day, and her face was starting to ache with the effort of it.
She thought, not for the first time, of the way Sarah used to describe it back in high school, back before either of them knew what a catalytic converter was, when the thing Ava was known for was something smaller and stranger.
"You're like a lighthouse," Sarah had told her once, the two of them sprawled on the Harts' back porch the summer before junior year, cicadas screaming in the trees, a half-eaten bag of sour gummy worms between them. "Everyone can see you from really far away, and it's, like, objectively a good thing, lighthouses save lives and stuff. But nobody ever asks the lighthouse if it's tired of being lit up all night."
Ava had laughed at the time, called it the weirdest compliment she'd ever received, and Sarah had thrown a gummy worm at her for missing the point. But it had stuck with her, that image, more than Sarah probably intended. Even back then, in the ordinary chaos of high school, Ava had been the kid teachers singled out, the one who got asked to represent the school at the regional science fair when she was barely fourteen, the one whose picture ran in the local paper with a caption that got her middle name wrong. She and Sarah had met in eighth grade, in a mandatory group project neither of them wanted (a diorama of the water cycle, constructed with more arguing than either of them liked to admit), and what had started as reluctant cooperation had turned, somewhere in the following months, into the kind of friendship that reorganizes your whole existence around one person. Sarah had been the one constant through every science fair, every awkward growth spurt, every version of Ava that existed before this one. She was the only person who'd known Ava back when the attention was new and thrilling instead of familiar and heavy.
The lecture hall filled up around her, and Ava pulled out her notebook, grateful, for the first time all morning, for something as mundane and blessedly anonymous as organic chemistry.
It didn't last.
"Before we start today," Professor Ahmed said, clapping his hands together at the front of the room, "I want to take a minute, because I think it's important. Ava, would you mind coming up and saying a few words about your win? I know a lot of the underclassmen haven't heard the story yet, and frankly, it's the kind of thing I want every single person in this room to hear."
There was a ripple of applause before Ava had even agreed to it, which made saying no significantly harder than it would otherwise have been. She felt her face go hot, felt the particular vertigo of two hundred pairs of eyes swiveling toward her at once, and thought, with a flash of something close to panic, not today, please, not today, I don't have it in me today. But that wasn't a thought she could say out loud in a room full of people who thought this was a gift she was being offered, not a tax she was being asked to pay.
She stood, smoothed her jeans, and walked to the front of the lecture hall on legs that felt slightly disconnected from the rest of her, and by the time she reached the podium, some old, well-worn part of her had already clicked into place, the part that knew how to arrange her face and her voice into something composed and grateful and inspiring. She talked about the eleven months, the failed prototypes, the specific moment she'd almost given up in February when a housing cracked under thermal stress and she'd cried in her dorm room for the better part of an hour before getting back to work the next morning. She left out the crying. People wanted the montage, not the mess.
The applause, when it came, was warm, and Ava smiled and once again all she said was thank you and walked back to her seat, feeling, underneath the flattery, a low hum of fatigue she couldn't get rid of.
Her phone buzzed in her bag just as she sat back down. She almost didn't check it. Class was starting again, Professor Ahmed's voice already rising over the diagram he was drawing on the board, and Ava had a rule about phones during lecture, a rule she'd kept religiously since freshman year. But something in her mind changed, something she'd been carrying since Saturday night, made her slide the phone half out of her bag anyway, just enough to see the screen.
Unknown Number:  The light draws them in. It also burns. Watch your back.
The room didn't change. Professor Ahmed kept talking, chalk squeaking against the board, someone two seats over kept tapping their pen against their notebook in an idle, oblivious rhythm. But something inside Ava's chest dropped, fast and cold, like missing a stair in the dark.
Devon Marsh doesn't talk like this, she thought, and the thought came straight in, cutting through the theory she'd built for herself on Saturday morning, the comfortable, laughable theory about a sophomore with a bruised ego and a thesaurus. Stay out of the spotlight was petty. It was the kind of thing an insecure nineteen-year-old texted at two in the morning after three drinks and a bad night. Accidents happen was not that. Accidents happen was a different register entirely, quieter and colder, and it took Ava a full ten seconds of staring at her phone screen to understand why it frightened her more than the first message had: this one wasn't an insult. It was a prediction. She became aware, distantly, that her hands had started shaking. She closed her hand around the phone, slid it back into her bag, and pressed her palms flat against her thighs under the desk, out of sight, willing them still.
Okay, she told herself, in the same brisk, problem-solving voice she used when a simulation returned an error she didn't understand. Okay. This is a message. Messages are data. Look at the data.
But the data didn't cooperate the way data usually did for her. She made it another twenty minutes before she couldn't sit still any longer. She caught Professor Ahmed's eye during a natural pause in the lecture, mouthed bathroom, and didn't wait for a response before slipping out of the row, aware of every second it took her to reach the door, aware that her face, whatever expression it currently held, was probably not the composed, grateful face she'd worn at the podium fifteen minutes ago.
The chemistry building bathroom was empty, fluorescent-lit, smelling faintly of industrial soap. Ava went straight to the sink, gripped the edges of it with both hands, and looked at herself in the mirror like she might find an explanation there.
The light draws them in. It also burns. Watch your back.
She read it again in her head, turning the words over the way she'd turn over an equation that wasn't balancing, looking for the trick, the misdirection, the reasonable explanation that would let her breathe normally again. Maybe it was still Devon. Maybe people said things online in ways they wouldn't say out loud, maybe this was just an escalation of the same small, ugly jealousy, dressed up in scarier language because scarier language got a bigger reaction. That was possible. It was even, she told herself, probable.
But some old, animal part of her brain wasn't buying the explanation, and no amount of rational argument seemed able to talk it down. She thought of the reactor sitting in the campus lab right now, thought of the article that had run in the student paper with a photo of her standing next to it, thought of her mother's voice on the phone Saturday night, careful in a way pride usually wasn't. It's a threat to somebody's bottom line. She'd dismissed that, too, at the time. It had felt like her father's overactive imagination, the kind of thing dads worried about because worrying was easier than doing nothing.
She splashed cold water on her wrists, an old trick from Sarah, something Sarah had taught her back in tenth grade before Ava's first real competition, when she'd been so nervous her hands had gone numb backstage. Cold water resets your nervous system, Sarah had said, with the total, unshakeable confidence of a fifteen-year-old repeating something she'd read on the internet exactly once. It had worked then, or Ava had convinced herself it worked, which amounted to the same thing. It didn't fully work now, but it helped, enough to slow her breathing, enough to let her stand up straight and meet her own eyes in the mirror without flinching.
You are not going to fall apart in a bathroom, she told her reflection, silently, fiercely. You are going to go back in there, and you are going to finish class, and you are going to figure this out like you figure out everything else. One variable at a time.
She dried her hands, checked her face for any obvious signs of distress, and found none, or at least none that a stranger would notice. Then she walked back into the lecture hall, slid into her seat with a small, apologetic smile at the people she'd disturbed getting past them, and pulled her notebook back toward her like nothing at all had happened.
Sarah caught up with her outside the building after class, falling into step beside her with the easy, unthinking rhythm of six years of friendship. "Okay, professional question," Sarah said, adjusting the strap of her bag. "Do you think it's too late to change my entire major to 'being Ava Hart's assistant'? Because I feel like I could carve out a real niche managing your fame."
"There is no fame," Ava said, and was pleased with how normal her voice sounded. "There's a plastic trophy and a professor who thinks I invented gratitude."
"Semantics." Sarah bumped her shoulder against Ava's, and then, a beat later, went quiet in a way that made Ava's stomach tighten. Sarah had always had an unfair, almost surgical ability to read her, a skill honed over years of late-night phone calls and shared lunch tables and one particularly disastrous group diorama, and Ava could feel her friend's attention shift, sharpen, focus in on something that had nothing to do with plastic trophies.
"Hey," Sarah said, slower now. "You okay? You seem kind of... I don't know. Off. You went pale during Ahmed's little speech thing, and I figured that was just normal spotlight horror, but you've been weird since you got back from the bathroom."
Tell her, something in Ava urged, immediate and strong. Tell her right now. She'll believe you. She'll help you figure it out. She always has. And for one long moment, standing on the sidewalk with the late morning sun cutting sideways through the trees, Ava almost did. The words were right there, sitting at the back of her throat: someone texted me something and it scared me and I don't know what to do about it. Six words shorter than the message itself. It would have taken less time to say than it had taken her to walk from the lecture hall to the bathroom.
But some other, older, more stubborn part of her closed around the impulse and held it shut.
It wasn't that she didn't trust Sarah. She trusted Sarah with things she hadn't told her own parents, had trusted her since they were fourteen and Sarah was the only person who hadn't laughed when Ava cried after losing her first regional competition. It was something else, something harder to name: a reflex, deep and old, that told her admitting fear was the same as admitting weakness, and Ava had spent so many years being the person other people leaned on, the reliable one, the one with the answers, that she genuinely did not know how to be the person who needed help instead. If she told Sarah now, it would become real in a way it currently wasn't. It would stop being a strange, isolated text message she could theoretically ignore, and start being A Situation, something with weight and consequences, something people worried about out loud.
And there was a smaller, meaner voice underneath all of that, one she liked even less: what if it's nothing, and you make it into something, and everyone thinks you're being dramatic about your own success? She'd spent four years building a reputation as the calm one, the composed one, the girl who explained thermodynamics to skeptical judges without breaking a sweat. She did not want to become, in the space of one bad text message, the girl who fell apart the moment things got hard.
"I'm fine," she said, and made herself smile, the same practiced expression she'd used at the podium an hour ago. "Just tired. I think the last week finally caught up with me. Adrenaline crash, or whatever. Winning is apparently exhausting."
Sarah studied her for a second longer than was comfortable, head tilted slightly, the exact expression she used to get when Ava tried to convince her that a B-minus on a chemistry quiz "wasn't a big deal." Ava had never once successfully lied to that expression. She wasn't sure she was succeeding now, either, but Sarah, mercifully, didn't push.
"Okay," Sarah said, though something in her tone suggested she was filing this away, not letting it go. "Well. Winning is exhausting sounds like a great tagline for your inevitable TED talk. Get some sleep tonight, okay? You look like you haven't slept since the symposium."
"I haven't," Ava admitted, which was at least true, if not for the reasons Sarah assumed.
They split off at the quad, Sarah heading toward her afternoon seminar, Ava toward the library, and it was only once she was alone, walking the familiar path past the fountain and the bike racks, that the full weight of the morning caught up with her all at once. She thought about calling her mother. She thought about it seriously, for almost a full minute, phone in hand, thumb hovering over the contact. But she could already hear how the conversation would go: her mother's voice sharpening with worry, her father getting on the extension, both of them insisting she come home, or file a police report, or hire someone, some stranger with a badge and a gun, to follow her around campus like she was something breakable. The thought made her skin prickle with something close to claustrophobia. She had spent her entire life being underestimated in rooms full of men who assumed a competent, prize-winning twenty-year-old girl must secretly be fragile underneath the composure. She was not about to prove them right over two text messages.
You can handle this, she told herself again, walking faster now, like the pace of her feet might convince the rest of her. You've handled harder things alone. This is just information. Information you don't have enough of yet.
By the time she reached the library, some of the earlier tremor in her hands had settled. She found her usual table on the third floor, the one tucked into the corner by the tall windows where the afternoon light fell in long gold bars across the desk, and pulled out her laptop with the same deliberate, ritual care she gave to everything that mattered to her.
She didn't open her reactor files first. She opened a blank document instead, and typed, at the top, in a plain, unadorned font: Timeline. Underneath it, she wrote the date and time of the first message, word for word, followed by the date and time of the second. She added a line for Devon Marsh, a line for the two firms her mother had mentioned trying to buy her father's patent years ago, a line, hesitantly, for unknown, unrelated to reactor. She stared at that last line for a long time before leaving it there. She didn't know yet. That was the point. You didn't throw out a variable just because it made you uncomfortable; you tested it, or you left it in the column until you had enough data to rule it out.
It wasn't control, not really. She knew that, on some level, even as she did it: the timeline wouldn't stop another message from arriving, wouldn't identify a phone number that was probably burnered or spoofed, wouldn't do anything at all except exist as a document on her laptop. But it gave her hands something precise to do, something that felt, for the length of time she spent typing it, like the beginning of an answer instead of the middle of a question she couldn't solve.
She worked for three hours straight, moving between the timeline and her actual reactor files, running a materials-cost simulation she'd been putting off for weeks, cross-referencing three different pending patent applications that used language close enough to her own to make her uneasy. She didn't find anything conclusive. She hadn't expected to, not on the first pass. But by the time the library windows had gone dim gold with early evening, and her stomach had started reminding her she'd skipped lunch entirely, something in her chest had loosened, fractionally, the specific and familiar relief of a person who has, at least, started building something out of her fear instead of simply carrying it.
She packed up her laptop, slung her bag over one shoulder, and walked out into the cooling evening air, past students heading to dinner, past a couple arguing cheerfully about a movie, past all the ordinary, oblivious noise of a campus that had no idea two anonymous messages currently existed, sitting quiet and unresolved, in the phone in her pocket.
She did not know, walking back toward her apartment with the library doors swinging shut behind her, that the timeline she'd started that afternoon would end up being the smallest and least important document she built over the following weeks. For now, she only knew she wanted to go home, not to her apartment, but home home, back to her parents' house and the garage that still smelled faintly of solder and machine oil, where she'd spent eleven months turning a stubborn idea into something real. There was a version of her that still lived in that garage, the version who trusted a locked door and a workbench more than she trusted people, who believed that if a problem was frightening enough, the only sane response was to go build something with your hands until the fear turned into a project instead. She found herself wondering, for the first time all day, whether that girl had ever really left.
Chapter 4: The Demonstration Explosion
The garage had always been Ava's favorite place. There was the low mechanical hum of the reactor's cooling fan, the occasional tick of metal contracting as it cooled between test cycles, the muffled sound of her parents' television drifting faintly through the wall that separated the garage from the kitchen, Ava could finally think in a straight line again.
She'd driven home straight after her last class, telling Sarah she needed a few days at her parents' place to "catch up on sleep," which was not exactly a lie, though it wasn't the whole truth either. The whole truth was harder to explain: that she wanted to be somewhere with a deadbolt her father had installed himself, in a room that still smelled like solder and machine oil and every late night she'd spent turning a stubborn idea into something real.
This garage had been her grandfather's workshop long before it was hers. Ava barely remembered him, really, just fragments: a man with enormous hands and sawdust permanently ground into the creases of his knuckles, who used to let her sit on an overturned bucket and hand him tools while he worked, naming each one out loud even though she was four and had no hope of remembering. Fourteen-millimeter socket. Now the ratchet. Good girl. He'd died when she was six, and by the time she was old enough to actually use the space for anything, it had become her father's, then, eventually, by a slow and unspoken transfer of ownership, hers. She sometimes wondered if that was part of why she loved it so much, why it felt less like a room and more like a person she trusted: it had been passed down to her, piece by piece, the way some families passed down jewelry or good china. Hers had been a pegboard full of wrenches and a workbench with her initials carved crookedly into one corner, put there the summer she was nine, furious at her older brother for beating her at something and needing to leave a permanent mark on the world to compensate.
She'd always been like that. Stubborn in such a way that people mistook it for calm because it rarely raised its voice. Her mother liked to tell the story of four-year-old Ava refusing to leave a broken sprinkler alone for three straight days, insisting she could fix it herself, soaked to the bone and covered in mud, until she actually did. Her brother Caleb, four years older and infinitely less patient, used to call her "the mule" affectionately, back before he left for law school and their sibling rivalry mellowed into long-distance phone calls and the occasional competitive board game at Christmas. Ava had never minded the nickname. Mules were stubborn because stubborn kept you alive out in the desert. She'd decided a long time ago that was a fair trade.
Tonight, the garage was doing what it did best. She had the reactor's housing open on the workbench, the internal wiring exposed under a gooseneck lamp, and beside it, propped on a tripod she'd borrowed from her father's old camcorder days, her phone was recording. The national round submissions were due in six days, and the demonstration video was the last major piece she needed: a clean, unedited run of the reactor's predictive fuel adjustment under full load, filmed start to finish, no cuts, no tricks. If the numbers held the way they had in every bench test since March, this would be the piece that took her from a strong regional finalist to a real national contender.
She checked the frame on her phone screen, adjusted the tripod an inch to the left, and glanced at the small stack of index cards she'd written her narration on, though she doubted she'd need them. She'd explained this reactor so many times over the past year that the words had worn smooth grooves into her, an explanation she could deliver in her sleep, the way she could still recite the names of her grandfather's tools if someone asked her to, even now, even though she hadn't heard his voice in over a decade.
Fame fades, she thought, unbidden, the words arriving the way they'd arrived at odd moments all day long, sliding into a gap in her concentration before she could stop them.
She shook her head, hard, like she could physically dislodge the thought. She'd promised herself, walking out of the library, that she would treat the messages the way she treated any other unsolved variable: acknowledge it, document it, set it aside until she had a new mix in mind. She had the timeline. She had, as of last night, screenshots of both messages saved in three separate places, because if there was one lesson her engineering professors had beaten into her, it was that redundancy saved projects. It would save this one too, whatever this turned out to be.
Tonight was not the night to think about any of that. Tonight was about the reactor, about clean data and a five-minute video that might change the entire trajectory of her senior year. She had spent too long letting her mind wander toward locked doors and unknown numbers. Tonight, she told herself, she was allowed to just be someone building something with her hands, the same way she'd been at nine years old, elbow-deep in a broken sprinkler, certain the world made sense if you were patient enough with it.
She hit record.
"Hi, I'm Ava Hart," she said to the camera, her voice settling automatically into the calm, unhurried cadence she used for presentations, the cadence that had carried her through four consecutive regional wins. "This is the Predictive Emissions Reactor, and what you're about to see is a live demonstration of its core function: real-time combustion adjustment that reduces particulate output before the reaction completes, rather than filtering it afterward."
She walked the camera through the housing, narrating each component the way she'd done a hundred times before: the sensor array, the microcontroller she'd hand-soldered over a brutal February weekend, the fuel line modifications that had taken her three failed prototypes to get right. Her hands moved with the easy, practiced confidence of someone who had built this thing twice from scratch and knew every millimeter of it by feel, the same confidence, she thought suddenly and a little ridiculously, that she'd once had assembling a bike from a box on Christmas morning when she was eleven, refusing all offers of help until it was done.
"For this demonstration, I'm running a full-load simulation using the university's standard testing protocol," she continued, reaching for the control panel she'd built into the reactor's side, a simple interface of switches and a small digital display. "I'll initiate the sequence now."
Her finger hovered over the ignition switch for half a second longer than usual. She told herself it was nothing, just the ordinary flicker of nerves before a high-stakes take, the same flutter she felt before every competition round. She flipped the switch.
The reactor hummed to life exactly the way it always did, a low mechanical whir building steadily as the fuel-air mixture began cycling through the chamber. On the small display, numbers scrolled upward in tight green columns, the sensor array reporting exactly what it was supposed to report. Ava watched the readout with the focused, almost reverent attention she gave to every test, waiting for the predictive algorithm to kick in around the fifteen-second mark, the moment when the whole design either proved itself or didn't.
Then came a sound; it was small at first, a sharp metallic click from somewhere inside the housing that Ava's brain, still running on the assumption that everything was fine, tried to categorize as something benign, a relay engaging, a solenoid shifting. She had half a second to register that it was wrong, that nothing in the reactor's design produced that particular sound, before the world came apart.
The pop was deafening, a single violent crack that seemed to come from everywhere at once, and then the garage exploded into light and noise and heat. Ava felt the shockwave before she understood it, a wall of pressure that lifted her clean off her feet and threw her backward into the pegboard behind her, scattering wrenches and screwdrivers in a metallic hailstorm around her. The garage window shattered outward in a spray of glass she heard more than saw, and somewhere to her left, with a sound like a gunshot, the side door blew clean off its hinges and slammed into the driveway beyond.
For one long, suspended moment, Ava didn't feel anything at all. There was only a vast, ringing silence, total and absolute, as though someone had reached into her skull and turned every sound in the world down to nothing. She was aware, distantly, of lying on the concrete floor, of the ceiling tilting strangely above her, of heat radiating against the side of her
