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	AUTHOR'S NOTE

	The Weight of Seeing is a story about the lines we cross and the difficult path back.

	In a world increasingly mediated by screens, the nature of conflict, power, and privacy has transformed. This novel is an exploration of that modern reality. It’s about how the tools we use to connect can also be weapons, and how the same skills that can violate can also save a life.

	At its heart, however, this isn't a story about technology. It’s a story about humanity. It’s about the consequences of our choices and the possibility of repair. Leo and Jake’s journey from enemies to allies is a map of a difficult but possible path—one built on accountability, honesty, and the hard work of restorative justice.

	My hope is that their story sparks conversation—about how we treat each other online and off, about the importance of mental health resources, and about the fact that growth is always possible, no matter how far we have fallen

	 

	 

	---Southwind



	




	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	DEDICATION

	 

	 

	For anyone who has ever been the victim of cyberbullying, the villain, or—like most of us—something in between.
May we all have the courage to choose the harder, kinder path

	 


 

	 

	ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	 

	Southwind is the pen name for a few Melbourne-based writers who channel their fascination with modern ethics and human connection into storytelling. After publishing several illustrated children's books and a youth crime thriller, they ventured into the complex world of young adult fiction with The Weight of Seeing.

	The inspiration came from watching the digital world reshape the landscape of conflict and redemption. They found themselves captivated by difficult questions: Where is the line between justice and revenge in a connected world? Can empathy be a choice, even after profound hurt bullying? Unable to find easy answers in the headlines, they decided to explore them through the story of Leo and Jake.

	When not writing, Southwind's interests span art, architecture, and information technology—a diverse skill set that directly fuels their exploration of the intersection between human emotion and digital life. They believe the best stories don't provide easy answers, but trust readers to grapple with the questions themselves.

	The Weight of Seeing is their first young adult novel, born from a belief that our darkest moments don't have to define our future.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	root_access

	 

	The cursor blinked at Leo Laughlin like a patient heartbeat. 2:47 AM. The rest of Millbrook was asleep, but Leo's mind hummed with the particular clarity that only came in these stolen hours between midnight and dawn.

	 

	def parse_historical_query(user_input):

	    # Archive Animal v3.2 - Natural language processing

	    tokens = tokenize(user_input)

	    context = build_context(tokens, historical_database)

	    if context.confidence > 0.85:

	        return generate_response(context)

	    else:

	        return "I'm not sure I understand. Could you rephrase that?"

	 

	The code was elegant. Clean. Logical in ways that human beings never were. Leo leaned back in his desk chair, the old wood creaking beneath him, and watched the Archive Animal's latest iteration process a test query: What happened at the old mill in 1952?

	The response appeared in the terminal window: The Millbrook Textile Mill experienced a significant fire on March 17, 1952. Three workers were injured, but there were no fatalities. The mill was rebuilt and continued operations until 1987. Would you like more details about the mill's history?

	Perfect!

	A wave of pure, undilated triumph washed over him. In here, in this realm of logic and syntax, he was not the awkward boy from Millbrook High. He was a god, building worlds from thought. This was more than a science fair project; it was a key to a different future.

	Leo allowed himself a small smile. The Archive Animal—his AI chatbot trained on the digitized archives of the Millbrook Historical Society—actually worked. Not just worked, but worked well. Natural language processing, contextual understanding, even a conversational tone that felt almost human.

	This was going to win the state science fair. Maybe even nationals.

	His phone buzzed on the desk, the screen illuminating a text from his dad: Still up? Get some sleep, genius. Tomorrow's a big day.

	Leo typed back: It's ready. It's perfect. 

	He saved his work, committed the changes to his Git repository (commit message: "Final build. Ready for launch") and finally shut down his laptop. Through his bedroom window, Millbrook stretched out in darkness—a small town that had seen better days, with its shuttered storefronts on Main Street and the old mill now converted into overpriced loft apartments. A place where everyone knew everyone, which meant everyone knew exactly where you ranked in the social hierarchy.

	Leo knew his rank: bottom.

	But that was okay. Code didn't care about social hierarchies.

	

	

	The hallway of Millbrook High was a system Leo had never managed to debug. Seven hundred students moving in chaotic patterns, their conversations a white noise of gossip and laughter and the occasional locker slam. Leo navigated it the way he navigated bad code: carefully, looking for the safest path through.

	He spotted Jake Thompson at his locker, surrounded by his usual cluster of teammates and admirers. At seventeen, Jake had already grown into the kind of build college scouts dreamed about—six-two, broad-shouldered, with the easy confidence that came from being Millbrook's star quarterback. His letter jacket hung perfectly on his shoulders. His smile was camera-ready, the kind colleges put on their recruitment brochures. Even his dirty-blond hair seemed to fall just right, effortlessly tousled in a way Leo's own dark, perpetually messy hair never managed.

	Leo dropped his gaze and angled toward the opposite wall.

	"Yo, Laughlin!"

	Leo's stomach tightened. He kept walking.

	"Hey. Nerd. I'm talking to you."

	The hallway current shifted. Students parted, creating a small amphitheater of witnesses. Leo stopped, his backpack suddenly feeling heavier. He turned.

	Jake stood with his arms crossed, flanked by Max Davis and Tyler Brennan—his offensive line in football, his defensive wall in the social warfare of high school. Max, a stocky junior with a buzz cut that made him look older than his sixteen years, cracked his knuckles. Tyler, lean and tall with an athlete's posture, grinned like this was all just good fun.

	"Heard you're doing the science fair thing today. That true?" Jake asked.

	"Yeah," Leo said. His voice came out quieter than he intended.

	"What is it, some kind of robot?" Tyler asked, his tone already mocking.

	"It's an AI chatbot. For the historical society."

	Max snorted. "A chatbot. For old people stories. Dude, that's so lame."

	"Actually, it's natural language processing with contextual—"

	"Nobody cares, Laughlin," Jake interrupted, but his smile remained fixed in place. That was the thing about Jake: he never looked mean. Even when he was being cruel, he looked like he was just having fun. "Can it do my history homework?"

	Laughter rippled through the gathered students. Leo felt heat crawl up his neck. At sixteen, he was shorter than most of the guys in his grade, narrow-shouldered and pale from too many late nights in front of screens. His worn hoodie and jeans marked him as someone who didn't care about the social game—or couldn't afford to play it.

	"Can it get me a date with Emma Santiago?" Tyler added, jerking his thumb toward Emma, who stood nearby with her friends. She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Emma was a sophomore with the kind of effortless prettiness that came with being a cheerleader—long dark hair, confident smile, always surrounded by friends.

	"Leave him alone," someone said.

	The voice came from Leo's left. He turned and saw Cindy Morales, her camera hanging around her neck like always, her dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. She was sixteen like him, but she carried herself with a quiet confidence he'd never managed—medium height, curvy in a way the cheerleaders sometimes whispered about, but seemingly unbothered by their judgment. Her face had a warmth to it, expressive brown eyes that noticed things other people missed, and right now those eyes were focused on her phone, pointed at the scene.

	"What are you doing?" Jake asked, his smile finally faltering.

	"Photography project," Cindy said, her voice steady despite facing down Jake's crew. "Documenting social dynamics. You know, predator-prey relationships in their natural habitat."

	"That's not cool, Morales," Max said, his thick neck reddening.

	"Neither is this." She lowered the phone but didn't put it away. Her gaze moved to Leo. "You okay?"

	Leo nodded, not trusting his voice.

	The warning bell rang, and the amphitheater dissolved. Students flowed toward their classrooms. Jake gave Leo one last look—not quite threatening, not quite friendly—before heading off with his crew.

	Cindy stepped closer. "They're assholes."

	"It's fine."

	"It's not fine. It's never fine." She studied him for a moment, her head tilted slightly. "Can I ask you something?"

	"Sure."

	"Why do you always look at everyone else, but never let anyone look at you?"

	The question caught Leo off guard. "What?"

	"For my photography project. I'm doing a series on invisible people. People everyone sees but no one really looks at. Would you let me photograph you?"

	"I don't think—"

	"Not now. Later. When you're doing your thing. With computers or whatever. When you're actually comfortable." She smiled, and it transformed her face from serious to something warmer. "Think about it."

	She walked away before he could respond, leaving Leo standing in the emptying hallway, unsure what had just happened.

	

	

	Computer Science was Leo's sanctuary. Room 204, with its rows of slightly outdated Dell computers and the faint smell of warm electronics. Mr. Davison sat at his desk, reviewing code on his monitor, his gray hair slightly disheveled as always.

	Leo slid into his usual seat in the back corner and opened his laptop. He had an hour before the assembly—enough time to run through the Archive Animal demo one more time, make sure everything was perfect.

	The classroom filled slowly. Students clustered in groups, chatting about the weekend, about the upcoming football game, about everything except the actual coursework. Leo pulled up his code and began his pre-flight checklist.

	"Hey."

	He looked up. Cindy stood beside his desk, her camera in hand.

	"Oh. Hi."

	"Is this your thing?" she asked, gesturing at his screen. "The comfortable part?"

	Leo glanced at Mr. Davison, who was absorbed in helping another student. "I guess."

	"Can I?" She raised the camera slightly.

	He wanted to say no. He hated having his picture taken, hated the evidence of his physical awkwardness preserved forever. But something about the way she asked—genuinely asking, not demanding—made him nod.

	She didn't make a big production of it. She just lifted the camera, peered through the viewfinder, and clicked. Once. Twice. Then she lowered it and checked the screen.

	"Want to see?"

	"Not really."

	"Come on. Just one look."

	Leo stood and moved beside her. She tilted the camera screen toward him.

	The photo showed him from the side, his face illuminated by the laptop's glow, his fingers poised over the keyboard. His expression was focused, almost serene. He looked... not like himself. Or maybe he looked exactly like himself, just not the version he saw in mirrors or in the cruel photoshopped memes that occasionally circulated on social media.

	He looked like someone who belonged somewhere.

	"You see?" Cindy said softly. "That's what I mean. When you're in your world, you're not invisible at all. You're present."

	"Class!" Mr. Davison called out. "Settle down. We've got a few announcements before you all head to the assembly."

	Cindy moved to her seat, leaving Leo staring at the photo still visible on his screen—a screenshot she'd apparently airdropped to his laptop without him noticing.

	Mr. Davison walked to the front of the room, holding a stack of papers. "First, your AI ethics projects are due next Friday. I'm assigning partners." Groans rippled through the class. "Yes, yes, I know. You all want to work alone. But the real world requires collaboration. Deal with it."

	He read through the pairs. Leo half-listened until he heard: "Laughlin and Morales."

	Leo glanced at Cindy. She was already looking at him, and she gave a small wave.

	"Second," Mr. Davison continued, "big congratulations to Leo, who's presenting his Archive Animal project at today's assembly. Let's show him some support."

	A smattering of applause. Leo wanted to disappear into his laptop.

	"It's genuinely impressive work," Mr. Davison added, making eye contact with Leo. "The kind of thing that could win at the state level. Maybe even nationals. I'm proud of you, Leo."

	The warmth in those words settled somewhere in Leo's chest. Mr. Davison was one of the few teachers who seemed to understand that being good at something didn't make you arrogant or antisocial. Sometimes it just made you focused.

	The bell rang. The classroom emptied in a rush of backpacks and chatter. Leo packed up slowly, his stomach already churning with pre-assembly anxiety.

	"Hey," Cindy said, appearing beside him again. "You're going to be amazing today."

	"You don't know that."

	"Yes, I do. I saw you with your code. That's who you are. Just be that person up there."

	She pulled out her phone and typed something, then showed him the screen: You're going to be amazing. I'll be cheering for you 📸

	"That's my official good luck text," she said. "Can't have the assembly without it."

	Then she was gone, swept into the river of students flowing toward the auditorium.

	Leo stood alone in the empty classroom, Mr. Davison's words still echoing in his head: I'm proud of you.

	He checked his laptop bag one more time—power cord, backup drive, demo notes. Everything was ready. The Archive Animal had been tested a dozen times. The presentation was polished. There was no reason to be nervous.

	Except that in three hours, he would be standing on stage in front of the entire school, exposing the thing he cared most about to the judgment of people who had already decided he wasn't worth their time.

	Leo closed his laptop and headed toward the auditorium.

	The hallway felt longer than usual, each step carrying him closer to something he couldn't quite name. Not success. Not failure. Something in between, something precarious.

	In his pocket, his phone buzzed. His dad: Took a half-day off work. I'll be in the audience. You've got this, kiddo. I'm proud of you.

	Two people proud of him in one day. That had to be a good sign.

	Leo pushed open the auditorium doors and stepped inside, the darkness swallowing him whole.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	version_control

	 

	VERSION 1.0 - SEPTEMBER, FRESHMAN YEAR

	The first comment appeared on Leo's Instagram three days after school started. He'd posted a photo of his new laptop—a refurbished ThinkPad his dad had helped him pick out—with the caption: Ready for CS class.

	The comment came from an account he didn't recognize: @millbrook_truth.

	"Nobody cares about your shitty computer, virgin."

	Leo deleted it and made his account private. His dad told him it was just trolls, that the internet brought out the worst in people, that he should ignore it. So he did.

	For a while.

	

	

	VERSION 2.3 - JANUARY, SOPHOMORE YEAR

	The memes started after Leo answered three questions correctly in history class in one day. By lunch, someone had created a "Laughlin Knows Everything" meme using a screencap from a SpongeBob episode. It showed up on the unofficial Millbrook High Instagram account, the one everyone followed but no one officially acknowledged.

	Within an hour, there were variations. Leo's face (badly photoshopped) on Einstein's body. Leo's face on a "neckbeard" meme. Leo's face on a fedora-wearing cartoon with the caption: "Actually, it's ephebophilia."

	He hadn't even known what that word meant until he looked it up. Then he wished he hadn't.

	His dad found him that night, staring at his laptop screen, scrolling through comment after comment.

	"Leo," David Laughlin said gently, sitting on the edge of his son's bed. "You know this stuff isn't real, right? It's just kids being idiots online."

	"It feels real."

	"I know." His dad was quiet for a moment. "You know what I do when people online are jerks to me? I remember that they're spending their time thinking about me, and I'm barely thinking about them at all. You win by not caring."

	Leo nodded, but he didn't believe it. Because the kids making the memes weren't anonymous strangers. They were people he saw every day in the hallways. People who smiled at him in person and called him "virgin" online.

	He made his Instagram account private, then deleted it entirely. But the memes kept circulating on the school account, and he kept seeing them reflected in the smirks of students he passed between classes.

	

	

	VERSION 3.1 - SEPTEMBER, JUNIOR YEAR

	The group chat incident happened three weeks into junior year.

	Leo's English class had a group project, and someone—he never found out who—added him to a group chat to coordinate. It seemed fine at first. They discussed the assignment, divided up tasks, shared research notes.

	Then on Friday night, the chat exploded with messages while Leo was asleep.

	Jake Thompson had joined the chat.

	Leo woke up Saturday morning to 247 notifications.

	He parsed the 247-message log, his mind automatically categorizing each line of text: insult.mocking, insult.personal, lie.embarrassing. The data was overwhelming, but the pattern was clear: his social status was a constant, negative integer.

	Jake: lmao who added laughlin to this

	Tyler: probably felt sorry for him

	Emma: guys be nice

	Jake: we are being nice. we're including him

	Max: yo laughlin you there? we need someone to do the actual work while we have lives

	Tyler: think he's jerking off to anime or whatever

	Emma: TYLER that's gross

	Jake: but probably true

	Someone named "Ashley": i heard he tried to ask out Sarah Chen last year

	Max: NO WAY

	Tyler: what did she say

	Ashley: she literally ran away lmao

	Jake: can you imagine? being that delusional?

	The messages went on and on. They dissected his appearance, his voice, his clothes, his presumed sexual experience (or lack thereof). They shared theories about why he was "like this." They debated whether he'd ever had a girlfriend. They wondered if he'd die a virgin.

	And then, near the end:

	Emma: okay but seriously we should stop. what if he's reading this?

	Jake: he's not. he's probably coding or whatever nerds do

	Max: even if he is, maybe he needs to hear it. reality check.

	Tyler: yeah like an intervention

	Jake: laughlin if you're reading this, no hard feelings bro. just facts.

	Leo stared at his phone screen, his hands shaking. He wanted to type something back. Something devastating and clever that would shut them all up. But nothing came. His fingers hovered over the keyboard, frozen.

	He left the chat without saying a word. For a wild, furious second, his mind raced through possibilities—a packet sniffer to trace the origin, a script to flood the chat with garbage data. But the fear was a stronger firewall. He shut the thought down.

	On Monday, Emma approached him before English class. "Hey, Leo. About the group chat—"

	"It's fine," he said quickly.

	"It's not fine. They were being assholes. I'm sorry."

	"Okay."

	"I reported it to Mrs. Henderson. The stuff they said was really messed up."

	Leo's stomach dropped. "You what?"

	"I reported it. That kind of bullying isn't—"

	"Please don't." The words came out sharper than he intended. "Just... it's fine. It makes it worse if teachers get involved."

	Emma looked uncertain. "But—"

	"Please."

	She nodded slowly. "Okay. But if you need someone to talk to—"

	"I'm fine."

	He wasn't fine. But he'd learned by now that admitting you weren't fine was just another form of weakness, another opening for attack.

	

	

	VERSION 4.2 - MARCH, JUNIOR YEAR

	The fake dating profile appeared on a Tuesday.

	Leo first heard about it when Mr. Davison pulled him aside after Computer Science class. "Leo, I need to talk to you about something. Do you have a dating profile on SeekingConnection.com?"

	"What? No."

	Mr. Davison showed him his phone. There was Leo's face—his sophomore year school photo—on a dating profile. Username: LonelyLeo88. Age: 16. Location: Millbrook.

	The bio read: "Looking for a girlfriend who understands that nice guys finish last. I'm a gentleman, not like the jerks you usually date. I'm smart, loyal, and I'd treat you like a queen. Message me if you're tired of bad boys and want a real man."

	Leo felt his face burn. "I didn't make that." 

	"I know you didn't. But several female students received messages from this account. Very... persistent messages. The school has to take this seriously."

	"What kind of messages?"

	Mr. Davison's expression was pained. "The kind that made students uncomfortable. I don't think you need to see them. But Leo, whoever did this—it's not just bullying. It's identity theft. Potentially harassment. You could file a police report."

	Leo shook his head. The police would be clumsy, obvious. They'd use a blunt-force database query when this problem required a carefully crafted script.

	He already knew who'd done it. Or at least, he knew where it had come from. He could think of it not just as harassment, but as "a malicious fork of his identity in the public repository

	The profile was taken down by the end of the day, but the damage was done. Girls looked at him differently in the hallways now. Wary. Some of them whispered to their friends when he passed. Sarah Chen, who'd been friendly to him in biology, stopped making eye contact.

	He heard the rumors:

	"Did you hear Laughlin was catfishing people?"

	"No, someone made a fake profile of him, but like, he probably deserved it."

	"I heard he actually did make it and is just pretending someone else did."

	"Either way, creepy."

	His dad wanted to go to the police. Leo begged him not to. "It'll just make everything worse."

	"Leo, this is serious. This could affect your reputation, your college applications—"

	"Dad, please. I just want it to go away."

	David Laughlin looked at his son with an expression Leo had never seen before—a mixture of helplessness and heartbreak. "I don't know how to fix this for you."

	"You can't fix it. Nobody can."

	That night, Leo lay in bed and imagined what it would be like if he simply didn't exist. If he could delete himself from Millbrook High's social database, remove every trace, start fresh somewhere else where nobody knew him.

	But he couldn't. He was trapped in this system, this loop of humiliation and powerlessness.

	Unless.

	The thought arrived quietly, insidiously.

	Unless he learned to exploit the system. To hack it. To become something other than the victim in this endless version control of his high school existence.

	

	

	VERSION 4.7 - PRESENT DAY, MAY

	Leo sat in the auditorium's backstage area, his laptop balanced on his knees. The Archive Animal's demo was loaded and ready. Through the curtain, he could hear the murmur of seven hundred students filing into seats, the squeak of the auditorium's ancient chairs, the scattered laughter of kids who weren't taking this seriously.

	Principal Hernandez's voice boomed through the sound system: "Settle down, everyone. We have several exciting presentations today from our junior class science fair participants."

	Leo's phone buzzed. Cindy: You've got this. 📸

	Another buzz. His dad: Third row, left side. Can't wait to see your presentation.

	He took a deep breath and checked the Archive Animal one more time. Everything was perfect. The code was clean. The demo would run smoothly. This was his moment to show everyone—Jake, the memers, the girls who whispered about him—that he was more than their cruelty had defined him to be.

	"And now," Principal Hernandez continued, "presenting his Archive Animal AI project, please welcome Leo Laughlin."

	Applause, scattered and polite. Leo stood, grabbed his laptop, and walked onto the stage.

	The stage lights were blinding. He couldn't see the audience, which was both terrifying and relieving. He set his laptop on the podium and connected it to the auditorium's projection system. His demo slides appeared on the massive screen behind him.

	"Hi," he said into the microphone. His voice sounded strange, amplified and distant. "I'm Leo Laughlin, and today I want to show you the Archive Animal."

	He launched into his presentation. It was easier than he'd expected—talking about code, about natural language processing, about the digitized archives of the Millbrook Historical Society. He showed examples of questions the AI could answer. He demonstrated its conversational abilities.

	The audience was quiet, attentive. Maybe even interested.

	This was going to work. This was actually going to work.

	"And now," Leo said, feeling a surge of confidence, "I'd like to show you a live demonstration."

	He pulled up the Archive Animal's interface on his laptop. The projection screen showed a clean chat window, ready for input.

	Leo typed: What's the most interesting story from Millbrook's history?

	The Archive Animal began to respond. Leo watched the text generate on screen, word by word, exactly as programmed.

	The most interesting story from Millbrook's history is probably—

	The text stopped.

	The screen flickered.

	Leo sees, just for a split second, a command line prompt:  [root@millbrook-server]# ./execute_payload.sh

	Leo's stomach dropped.

	The Archive Animal's interface disappeared, replaced by a video.

	A video of Leo.

	But not Leo. A deepfake version of Leo, his face grotesquely animated, his voice synthesized and distorted. The deepfake-Leo sat in front of a computer, typing furiously, while a robotic voice spoke:

	"Hello, I'm Leo Laughlin, and I'm a pathetic virgin who's never been kissed. I spend all day coding because I have no friends and no life. Watch me be a complete loser."

	The auditorium erupted in laughter.

	Leo's hands flew to his laptop, trying to close the program, disconnect the projection, anything. But the video kept playing. The deepfake-Leo continued speaking, saying horrible things in a voice that was almost—but not quite—his own.

	"I'm so desperate for attention that I built a robot to talk to because real people think I'm creepy. Look at me, I'm such a nerd. I'll die alone and everyone knows it."

	The laughter grew louder. Students were howling, pointing, recording on their phones.

	Leo finally managed to disconnect his laptop. The screen went black. But the damage was done.

	Principal Hernandez rushed onto the stage. "That's—that's enough. Everyone settle down."

	But they didn't settle down. The laughter continued, mingled now with conversations, with the click of phones recording and uploading.

	Leo stood frozen at the podium, his laptop clutched to his chest, his face burning with shame so intense it felt like drowning.

	He ran.

	Off the stage, through the backstage area, out the side door into the parking lot. He kept running until he reached the far edge of the lot, behind the dumpsters where nobody could see him.

	He collapsed against the brick wall and tried to breathe.

	His phone buzzed relentlessly. Messages, notifications, tags. He turned it off without looking.

	He sat there for a long time, maybe ten minutes, maybe an hour. Time had stopped meaning anything.

	The shock began to crystallize into something else. Something cold and hard and familiar. This wasn't a social problem anymore. It was a **system failure**. And systems could be hacked. Exploits could be found. Code could be weaponized.

	When he finally stood up, his legs shaky, there was only one coherent thought in his mind:

	He was going to find out who did this.

	And he was going to make them pay.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	beta_test

	 

	Leo didn't go back inside. He couldn't face the hallways, the stares, the laughter that would follow him like a shadow. Instead, he texted his dad: Not feeling well. Going home.

	The response came immediately: I'll drive you.

	No. I need to walk. Please.

	A long pause. Then: Okay. I love you, son. We'll talk when I get home.

	Leo walked the two miles from school to his house in a daze. His phone buzzed constantly in his pocket—texts, Instagram notifications, Snapchat messages. He didn't look at any of them. He knew what they'd say. He'd lived through enough versions of this to know exactly how it would play out.

	By the time he reached home, the video would be everywhere. Someone would have screen-recorded it, posted it to TikTok, Instagram, Twitter. The comments would be brutal. The memes would be worse.

	And by Monday, everyone would have forgotten about the actual Archive Animal—the hundreds of hours of work, the elegant code, the genuine innovation. All they'd remember was the deepfake, the humiliation, Leo running off stage like a scared child.

	He let himself into the empty house and went straight to his room.

	
	

	For three hours, Leo did what he did best: he disappeared into code.

	He rebuilt the Archive Animal's presentation from scratch, checking every line, every function, every dependency. He searched for the vulnerability, the backdoor, the exploit that had allowed someone to hijack his demo.

	And he found it.

	A modified image file in his presentation directory, timestamped from this morning. Someone had replaced one of his demo slides with a malicious payload—a simple script that triggered the video file at a specific point in the presentation sequence.

	It was elegant, actually. Whoever did it knew what they were doing.

	Leo traced the file's metadata. It had been created on a school computer in the library, accessed during second period. He cross-referenced the library's sign-in logs—publicly available on the school's network, because Millbrook's IT security was a joke.

	Three people had signed in during second period: Tyler Brennan, Max Davis, and Jake Thompson.

	Leo stared at the names on his screen.

	Of course it was them. Who else would it be?

	His phone buzzed. He'd been ignoring it, but this time he looked.

	Cindy: Leo, are you okay? Where did you go?

	Cindy: That wasn't your fault. Everyone knows it wasn't your fault.

	Cindy: Please just let me know you're alive.

	He typed back: I'm home. I'm fine.

	The response was immediate: You're not fine. Can I come over?

	No. I need to be alone.

	Leo—

	Please, Cindy. I just need some time.

	A long pause. Then: Okay. But I'm here when you're ready to talk.

	He set the phone down and returned to his screen. The evidence was right there: the file, the timestamp, the sign-in logs. He could take this to Principal Hernandez, show her exactly what happened, prove that he'd been sabotaged.

	But what would that
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