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1. Daddy Was a Bank Robber 
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“SEE THAT GUY THERE in the purple mask robbing the bank? That’s my dad.”

Brendan stopped the video on his phone and waited for a reaction. Mr. Childes, his school counselor, nodded as if this was something he had heard before. The older man took his reading glasses off his slender nose and considered the student sitting across the desk from him.

“How interesting,” Mr. Childes said flatly. “So, your father is one of these superheroes who dresses up and gets into a lot of trouble.”

“Not a hero. One of the bad guys. He robs banks, armored cars, jewelry exchanges, and the like.”

“And for how long has he done that?”

Brendan looked for any sign that the counselor was asking something he already knew the answer to. Having been examined by more than his share of psychologists, Brendan hated that. Besides, didn’t everyone keep up with supers? Most people knew who the Drone King was, didn’t they? But Mr. Childes’s droopy face didn’t waver.

“He tried a few anonymous robberies about ten years ago when I was a little kid. Even back then, a few people in costumes were starting to show up, and it was like a fever took hold of him. He was one of the first. He made his debut as the Purple Wing a year later when he heisted a gold bullion delivery in New York. He was arrested two weeks after that robbery. Went to prison for two years.”

“A short sentence?”

Brendan shook his head and grinned. “He escaped. He’s been on the run since, but hasn’t been smart enough to not show his face in public. He calls himself Drone King because, well, he uses drones. Lots of them. I thought since he hadn’t been seen in over eight months that maybe he had retired. Then this showed up online last week.”

Mr. Childes nodded. He read from a monitor and worked a mouse on his desk. “Your records show that you were raised by your mother, Teresa Garza. No siblings. How much contact have you had with your father growing up?”

“He was either in jail or a fugitive. My mom heard more from the Marshals than from him, and the last time he called a couple of years ago she told him never to call again until he turns himself in.”

“And what about you? Did he ever try to keep in contact with you?”

Brendan remained silent.

Mr. Childes cleared his throat. “Brendan, I appreciate that you came forward with this when you didn’t have to. You’re new to this area and to this school. But I tell you in all sincerity that what we talk about in this room is confidential. I’m your counselor. Your counselor. I don’t tell other faculty or staff or even the school headmaster anything that you say. I’m not even allowed to tell your mother. My job here is to care for you and your needs. If this is something you don’t want to discuss, then that is fine with me. I want you to feel comfortable while in this room. Thank you for sharing what you have shared.”

Brendan shifted in his chair. He had never been with a psychiatrist, psychologist, or therapist that wasn’t assigned him by the city or state of New York. They had never treated Brendan as a patient, but as a problem. He also wasn’t used to anyone talking to him like this. It sounded so sincere that he immediately became suspicious that he was missing something. But Mr. Childes’s credentials were on the wall, and Brendan had checked him out online. An actual doctor of psychiatry who had graduated from Yale. And he was working at Dutchman Springs Academy as a counselor. His counselor. He bet his mother would have killed for him to have access to a guy like this back in middle school, when the anger had been at its worst.

“No, it’s okay,” Brendan said. “He hasn’t kept in contact with me. I try. I keep trying. He occasionally leaves a voicemail from a throwaway phone but never replies when I call back. The few times I pick up, he only has a minute before he has to hang up. It’s the same conversation every time. ‘I love you, I’m thinking about you, I hope we can get together soon and catch up.’ Stuff like that. I keep telling myself that I won’t get my hopes up. I haven’t spoken to him in person maybe ever. When I was five doesn’t count. I don’t know the man. So then when I see this video...”

Brendan felt a rush of frustration choke him up and hated himself for it. 

“Take your time.”

Brendan shook his head. “I hope they catch him is all. And I read through the school handbook and know that there’s a strong ethics policy. So I thought I should talk to you. I don’t want this to be something that comes up later and spoils things.”

“You’re very conscientious. That’s admirable, and exactly what we want to see in those coming here. I must admit that this is a unique situation I would never have imagined helping a student with. I’m glad you brought it to me, even though you don’t know me yet. I assure you that the things your father does and has done will not affect you.”

“But it might. My mother could never have afforded to send me here, not in a million years.” Yet here he was, in a private preparatory high school in California, despite a juvenile record, expulsions, and mediocre grades. 

“I see. It says here you were awarded private tuition through a grant. The details of the grantee are not known to me. But the school only accepts grant money from legal entities, so if this is indeed something your father might have set up, I must imagine that it’s legal. We didn’t accept a large briefcase full of cash, if that’s what you were worried about.”

Mr. Childes smiled. Brendan wasn’t reassured. 

“But again, you haven’t seen your father for nine years or more?” Mr. Childes asked. “How can you even be sure that the man behind that mask is him?”

Brendan picked at a fingernail. He decided he wanted the interview with his counselor to just be over. He needed to go to his dorm room and unpack. And he was tired. Jet lag and a long Dallas layover added up to not having slept in twenty-five hours.

But Brendan had watched the video over and over, had watched all the response videos and read the comments. His father’s name was known, even though it wasn’t the same name that he’d had when living with Brendan’s mother. Myron Reece was a famous felon. While these other sources provided little in the way of concrete proof to the criminal in the purple mask’s identity, the knowledge lodged in his gut and weighed heavy. 

His daddy was back in New York, and the crime business was good.
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2. Dorm 
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BRENDAN’S DORM ROOM was narrow. With his arms outstretched, he could almost touch both walls. The single bed was new, firm, and long enough. In recent months his feet had hung off his sagging mattress back home, a fact he had kept to himself. He didn’t need his mom to beat herself up over yet another thing she couldn’t provide him, even though she couldn’t have missed his poorly fitting clothes. 

With the grant came an allowance for transition and travel. A savvy airline ticket purchase had resulted in both the hellish flight of the previous night and a surplus that Brendan had used to buy a few items of clothing. He’d left the remainder in an envelope in the bottom of his laundry hamper for his mother to discover later. He couldn’t remember the last time she had purchased anything for herself, including new shoes. Her one pair of white sneakers she wore to her hospital job looked like the victims of some horrible atrocity, beaten, spattered with stains, and flayed.

He looked out his window. The other three dorm buildings rose like short tear-shaped towers around a central courtyard and the student restaurant. Beyond the courtyard were the treed pathways that wound between the administration building and the rest of the school. 

His stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten anything besides a few complimentary packets of cheese crackers and a sandwich his mother had wrapped, with the latter consumed before he went through the first security check. The school booklet described the restaurant as a full-service cafeteria where all three meals were served at designated times, along with snacks available at any time of day. Food was included with tuition.

His phone read 10:30 a.m. Lunch would be served soon, and then he had afternoon orientation. 

The sun was out. The desert sky was blue. The weather back home was a cool early fall that promised another cold winter, the misery of balmy humidity traded for freezing storms, snow, and mush on the streets and sidewalks within a span of weeks. He hated the cold. But here in Dutchman Springs, California, the sun always shined. 

A sharp, pulsing beat broke through the modest hustle and bustle in the dorm. Brendan looked out across the hallway at a closed door that vibrated from a sound that made him think of a water glass being shoved down a sink disposal conjoined with a deep thrumming bass line. A dozen other boys around his age were in the process of settling in, moving luggage, and mingling. Brendan hadn’t spoken with any of them beyond passing pleasantries. Now everyone’s attention was on the room across from Brendan, their conversations drowned out. 

One of the dorm monitors appeared and weaved through the students. He knocked at the closed door. When no one answered, he pounded with a fist.

The acoustic offender who opened the door looked surprised by the visit. He wore a black jacket with pronounced shoulder pads, and his jet-black hair was worked up into a pillar-like construction that defied gravity. He also wore more makeup than Brendan’s mother. 

“Turn it down,” the monitor said. An impassive expression failed to dislodge him, so the student nodded, went into his room, and switched the music off. The monitor went away, but not before the kid uttered the word “Fascist.” Then he and Brendan made eye contact.

Brendan offered a raised palm. The salute was returned, and his neighbor closed the door. The music resumed at a slightly lower volume. Brendan went back to unpacking his own modest belongings. 

––––––––
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THEY MET AGAIN IN THE stairway heading down, the neighbor overtaking Brendan in a mad three-step-at-a-time sprint. Brendan flattened against a wall and caught a whiff of flowery hair product or cologne that reminded him of the Macy’s perfume department. 

“Sorry, bud,” the neighbor said. “Running late.”

Then he tripped. The second-to-last landing was only a few steps away, but the boy still crunched into the wall with astounding speed. Glasses, a tablet, and some loose change scattered onto the floor. 

Brendan helped him up. “Are you okay?”

The other boy snatched up the glasses and tablet but left the change. He worked his right arm in a painful circle. 

“Nothing broken. Thanks, man.”

“Brendan.”

The boy began to head down the stairs, a bit slower, with a steadying hand on the rail. “Brian,” he said over his shoulder. “See you later.”

Later turned out to be five minutes, right on time for their food plan orientation. 

Brendan sat next to Brian as they listened to a counselor give the freshmen in the school restaurant the rundown on menu options, the time food was served, rules for leftovers, rules for food in the dorms, and general conduct while eating. The smell of baking bread and the sight of the buffet line being stocked with bowls of fruit, salads, soup, and neatly arranged premade half sandwiches made him salivate. His stomach made a low extended grumble. 

Brian arched an eyebrow and looked at Brendan. “What was that?”

“Hungry.”

“So it seems.”

After Brendan went through the line, servers clad in dark purple aprons laid out chili and hot bread bowls. Feeling guilty, he made a second pass, adding shredded cheese, cilantro, and cut onions to the chili.

“You in training for something?” Brian asked. He ate part of his half sandwich and laid it aside. He next began to peel an orange with a long thumbnail that was painted green. 

“Just been on a plane all night. Where you from?”

“Portland. You?”

“New York.”

Brendan ate, and Brian watched. The chili was tame but tasty.

“There’s more,” Brian said, tossing his head towards the food line.

“No, I better stop.”

“So you’re making yourself stop. You could eat more.”

Brendan nodded.

“Fascinating. You may want to visit the nurse to take care of that tapeworm.”

“Only when you see her about your terrible taste in music.”

***
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BRENDAN’S MODUS OPERANDI was to get to each class early so he could get a seat in the second row and nearest the door, all the better to be invisible to teachers used to fishing for slackers at the back of the class, with the added bonus of being the first one out. Unfortunately, the classes here didn’t cooperate. Desks were arranged in circles or clusters to encourage student group interaction. Teachers had teacher assistants who immediately engaged Brendan with conversation and eye contact and a hand on his arm or shoulder. 

He’d had a few days of this now, and today noon break couldn’t come fast enough. He wanted to find an online road map with the quickest route away from this school, the educational opportunity of a lifetime be damned. But instead he returned to his phone and the latest video of his father. He watched it two more times. Focused on the face. Was it his father’s face?

Lately he’d been forced to send his father actual emails. But the last one he’d sent had come back in seconds with an error message. The address was unknown. Account deleted, more likely. Brendan skimmed the video comments section for clues. He didn’t believe his dad would be one to engage with his public, but he had nothing else to go on.

“Drone King is a classic stomper with the goods to boot,” a comment read.

“He’s a tool who needs to be put down hard like the rest of the villain trash,” said another.

A third: “Saw him last year when he snatched the armored car off the Manhattan Bridge. Gave me a thumbs-up. Class act. A1++.”

Four thousand more comments followed. The video had over sixty thousand likes. He clicked on the video’s author and looked for anything else on their uploads, but all he found were reposted urban rock concert clips.

The video description gave the same time and date as the police report and the news channel footage he had examined. Seventy response videos all featured rants of support or derision, with a dozen from people in front of their computers wearing various homemade supers costumes. Brendan found these exasperating, but he watched them all. Cowled and shadowy pretenders growled threats. One silver spray-painted kid with a blinking set of glasses offered to be Drone King’s sidekick. Two mostly naked girls sharing the same camera had dyed themselves red and bedazzled their skin and wore lace masks over their eyes. They promised sexual favors to his father, even though they weren’t much older than Brendan. He reported the video.  

“So is that what you’re into?”

Brendan pulled his phone close and turned. A girl from his last morning class, English literature, stood over him. The student self-introductions had faded from memory. He suddenly couldn’t even remember the teacher’s name. The girl’s blue eyes narrowed, and her lips curled into a slanted smile.

“You’re Brendan, right? It’s Lucille.”

“Hey.”

She sat down on his bench, bumping him with her butt. He scooted to give her space.

“What are you watching?”

He looked down at his phone and tilted it her way. “Nothing. Just a bad guy doing a robbery.” 

He saw the two girls still onscreen and swiped the video away.

“That doesn’t look like a robbery.”

“That was a misclick.”

“Aww, look at you. You’re blushing.” She studied his face. “Well, we have English together. Maybe we can hook up. Get some work done. Maybe we’ll have an afternoon class together, too.”

His words weren’t working. He nodded. Girls like this didn’t normally talk to him.

“Anyway, gotta go. Nice to meet you, Brendan.”

She got up and gave a backwards wave as she walked down the open corridor away from class. 

“Lucille,” he managed, and he wondered how red his face was.
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3. Interview with the Headmaster
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“PLEASE HAVE A SEAT.”

Headmaster Sperry Appleton, a tall pale man with a shiny white sweep of hair, nodded to a set of four chairs in front of a goliath desk of richly stained dark wood. The desk itself was bare but for a desktop terminal and a tablet computer propped up on its case. Light pouring in from a row of windows shined off the desk’s polished surface. Once Brendan sat, the headmaster came around and shook his hand before leaning on the desk in a practiced casual pose.

Brendan studied the headmaster for some clue as to the purpose of the meeting. The notice to see the headmaster had appeared in his text messages that morning. He was supposed to be in his geometry class. Why would the man in charge of the entire academy want to see him?

“Put yourself at ease,” the headmaster said, as if reading his mind. “I meet with all the students early in the school year, especially the new ones. I know you have Mr. Childes as your counselor. A good man. You can speak to him about your every concern. I wanted to see how your first week has been. Thursday already! Tell me, is this your first time away from home?”

“Pretty much. I’ve never lived anywhere else but with my mom in New York.”

The headmaster nodded. “It’s a bit quiet out here in Dutchman Springs. Quite the contrast. I know the first weeks can be tough. That’s why we encourage all of our students to take advantage of everything we have to offer here, be it resources to make you comfortable, tutors for your academics, or even just a shoulder to cry on. Are all your tears already shed?”

“Um, no. Haven’t had any tears. I miss my mom, but I called her twice, and I’ll talk to her later today.”

“And what does she do for work?”

“She works in a hospital in administration.”

“I understand she’s a sole provider. Raised you herself. Sounds like a remarkable woman. A single parent is a true hero, with no space for frivolities.”

Brendan nodded.

“I also read over your curriculum. Looks like good choices. I hope Mr. Childes will give you adequate direction. We allow students to survey courses they wish to explore, with the option to change out to give something else a try if a class doesn’t seem to fit. Nothing remedial on your plate. Geometry, so you’ll be on track for calculus in your senior year. That’s where we like our students to be in their fourth year. Physics, world history, civics. And to round it out, you chose music as your elective.”

The headmaster hadn’t looked at his tablet once. 

“I played clarinet in middle school,” Brendan said.

“Excellent. Your dorm monitor will no doubt remind you of the noise policy and times on when to practice. The band instructor will make sure you have access to your instrument and the practice rooms should you wish to work on your skills during quiet hours. An elective like this allows for social growth. I know it’s just the first week, but have you found others with similar interests? Any new friends?”

Brendan thought about his across-the-hall neighbor Brian. He hadn’t had a chance to say more than hello since the first day, and they didn’t share any classes. He also thought about Lucille, with whom he shared not only English lit but also his history class. She was very needy and bossy with him anytime they interacted, something he wasn’t used to from girls he wasn’t related to. 

“Sure, there’s a couple,” Brendan said.

“They’ll come in time. I can have Mr. Childes recommend you to a sports group or social club based on your interests as well. You don’t have any club activities for after class. This helps in the rounding out of your academic résumé when you start planning your college track, which Mr. Childes will help you with, of course.”

“I haven’t chosen any after-class group yet. Still deciding.” 

The headmaster considered Brendan. Then the creases in his face deepened, and his eyes narrowed. He turned and picked up his tablet. “Hmm,” he murmured. “There is one matter I wanted to bring to your attention.” He set the tablet down and crossed his arms. 

“You were observed after hours in the electronics lab. Now Brendan, you understand that this lab is off-limits for anyone not taking Ms. Hayes’s electronics or engineering courses.”

Brendan’s mind raced to find an explanation. He needed privacy, and he’d discovered on his first night that in the dorms his phone stopped working at ten o’clock. He had thought it was just a network outage, but when it happened the next night at precisely the same time, he knew it had to be something else blocking his wireless signal. The dorm Wi-Fi still worked, but he didn’t like the idea that a teacher, dorm monitor, or school IT worker would be privy to his searches. He had let himself into the lab the last two nights while in search of someplace quiet. His interest in the clarinet was minimal; he had signed up for music thinking the band room would serve that purpose, but when he’d gone there students were hanging out and playing in all the practice booths. 

“Someone saw me?” Brendan asked lamely.

“Not the issue. It’s your safety that concerns me. There’s equipment in there that, without the proper supervision and training, could be hazardous. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Now, there’s nothing more to say about this since you didn’t break anything or steal anything. But just as you don’t want to have someone fiddling with your clarinet when you aren’t present, the same principle stands for those with projects in the electronics lab. Is this by chance an area of interest? We could give the electronics class a try for a week.”

Brendan hadn’t considered it before. He had always been good with taking appliances and gadgets apart and putting them back together and found it relaxing. Sometimes the appliances still worked. For some reason, he never felt comfortable letting anyone know about his interest in tinkering. Next stop would be building drones...

He watched as the headmaster twisted a large ring on his right ring finger.

“Well, give it some thought,” the headmaster said.

“I’ll do it,” Brendan said, surprising himself. 

“Excellent. I’ll send Mr. Childes a note, and he’ll see to the transfer. I hope you find the class a challenge to your talents. I’m glad we had this chance to meet. I look forward to monitoring your progress.”

Brendan ignored the proffered hand and asked, “What’s blocking the cell signal after hours?”

The headmaster nodded. “The staff psychologist and the nurse implemented this as a way to help get the students off-line, and hopefully to bed, at a reasonable hour. This also throttles back their use of social media during late hours when, let’s be honest, less than savory content usually shows up. It’s all an attempt to curb cyberbullying and other antisocial behavior and encourage a respect for privacy, as I understand it. I’m sure it’s in the orientation packet somewhere.”

“I’m sure it is. But the school network stays up.”

“Indeed. Students still must access their classroom data, course material, and the like. And the rest of the internet is still there through it.”

The headmaster’s tablet pinged.

“Well, my next student interview is here. It’s been a pleasure. Consider the door to my office open whenever you have a concern.”

As Brendan left the office he wondered if he was the only student who didn’t like being watched.
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4. Idiot Box 
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THAT NIGHT, BRENDAN sat at the small desk in his room, having just read through the second act of Shakespeare’s The Tempest for English lit. He was mostly able to follow it, at least enough to regurgitate a few pertinent facts. 

At seven it was time to call his mom. But first he wanted to check the various video hosting sites and supers fan sites he frequented and the news search alerts he had in place. Had his father surfaced in the past eight hours?

No Signal, his phone told him. 

Weird. Three hours early.

He went to his settings to make sure he hadn’t accidentally gone into airplane mode or scheduled a time out. Everything appeared to be in order. His dorm Wi-Fi beckoned, but he put his phone in his pocket and left his room. He almost knocked at Brian’s door, but he didn’t hear anything coming from the room. Might be napping or studying without music. Or maybe Brian had discovered the social lubricant called headphones that would keep him in his neighbors’ good graces. 

No one was in the bathroom either. Their floor had one large bathroom for every six rooms, all three stalls featuring the fanciest showerheads Brendan had ever experienced, along with three urinals, three toilets, a bidet that he stayed away from, and a closet full of the softest towels known to man. Brendan had actually stuck his head into the door of the inset wall hamper to discover that it opened into a laundry chute. Folded, clean towels appeared by the end of each day. He had done his own laundry for the past couple of years to give his mom a break, and he wasn’t used to someone else providing the service. He decided he could live with it.

“If you see Poser, tell him he left his towel on the floor in the bathroom,” a boy called from an open doorway.

This wasn’t the first time Brendan had heard one of the other boys call Brian Poser. 

“How do you know it’s his?” 

“It reeks of his hair product.”

Before Brendan could say anything else, the boy shut the door. Brendan promptly forgot about it and went downstairs to continue his search for a signal.

The bottom floor of the dorm had several lounges with tables and chairs, one with a piano, others with televisions. Quite a few students were down here, including girls. One of the dorm monitors was always present. Brendan saw Lucille standing in front of five boys, speaking animatedly, her audience enthralled. 

From one of the lounges, he heard a cheer. Usually a big group in a tightly packed space would have accelerated his departure, but when he heard what sounded like a news broadcast he went in to investigate. Ten students crowded the lounge, overflowing two couches set in front of a large wall-mounted monitor where a newsreader narrated what looked like a street brawl. Two of the combatants wore bright-colored costumes and had onscreen labels. 

“Please, no,” Brendan muttered.

“Kick his ass, Drone King,” a big kid in the front yelled, fist pumping. He looked South Asian, maybe Indian.

The time stamp on the footage read 1:13 p.m., and a caption read “New York City.” A logo in the bottom corner identified the station as “Supers News Network,” one of several reporting venues that catered to the viral popularity of “folks in tights getting into fights,” as his mom would put it.

The onscreen action paused as a blue marker circled the main actors and indicated via arrows something that was about to happen between the two. The scene cut to an extreme long shot that was surprisingly steady, showing a bank with kneeling, lined-up employees at the windows facing a semicircle of police personnel and vehicles. The screen cut again, this time to a shot labeled “Exclusive Bank Footage!”

Now the vault was in view. A tide of smoke flowed out past the giant metal door. Bags presumably full of cash and treasure floated out to the bank lobby as if borne up by invisible phantoms. Then the loot was dropped into a forming pile, revealing tiny drones that returned to the vault. Standing next to the loot was a man with purple mask, leather jumpsuit, and kneepads.

“Change the channel,” Brendan said. It was too much. Keeping up with his dad in secret was his own private obsession. Having him up here for all to cheer and ridicule made his stomach sink.

The other students in the lounge ignored him, all eyes fixed on the screen.

“Drone King,” one of them said. “We haven’t seen him in a while, and now we get him twice in two weeks. He’s legit.”

The caption at the bottom of the screen identified the robber as “Myron Reece aka Drone King.” A sidebar appeared displaying his statistics: height, area of operation, known powers, possible associates, and a list of past crimes. Just robbery and assaults, for which Brendan was grateful. So far, no reporter had done the small amount of digging it would take to discover his mother’s name change from Reece back to Garza. Perhaps his father had taken measures to protect her privacy. If so, it didn’t absolve him of any of his sins.

The screen cut to the super fighting Brendan’s father. He wore a silver-and-tan tunic with dark brown leggings, a fluffy hat, a simple brown mask over the eyes, and shoes with curling toes that reminded Brendan of what a medieval court jester might wear. He brandished a silver scepter, holding it with both hands.

“Sir Duke,” said the announcer. “This is his third public appearance. We haven’t seen him since his last hospitalization five months ago during the last Mannequin Gang robbery. It appears he redesigned his scepter to do more than fire beanbag rounds, judging by his entrance.”

The footage rewound. One of the bank’s side glass doors blew in with a pop of light and a crash.

“That was minutes before the police arrived.”

The studio shot widened, showing an attentive-looking co-anchor with a cup of coffee in front of her. “No surprise entrance here, Dale,” she said. “Our munitions consultant explained this was some kind of flashbang Sir Duke detonated right outside the door.”

Dale pointed to the wall screen behind them where the explosion replayed. “Maybe he was trying to shoot Drone King through the door. Not enough penetration power, eh, Linda?”

Dale and Linda shared a perky laugh. 

“Let’s see what happened next. Play video.”

Sir Duke stepped through the broken doorway. He wobbled and put a hand to the doorframe to steady himself.

“The dork flash-banged himself,” Poser said, and several students laughed. He sat on one of the couch arms, intent on the program. His towering hair blocked some of Brendan’s view.

The action cut between the different bank cameras, all in color but grainy. What happened next was quick: Drone King flicked something off his belt towards Sir Duke. It looked like a dart with a fat backside. The dart accelerated, corrected its course, and struck the entering super in the head.

Sir Duke dropped to the floor.

The footage looped at various speeds. Finally, it paused, and the blue onscreen doodles isolated the thrown weapon, showing it to be some sort of propelled drone.

“At this point Sir Duke stops moving until the paramedics get to him after it’s all over,” Dale said.

“What are we going to call that?” Linda asked.

“That’s a KO in the first round. No contest. What was Sir Duke thinking? And that drone is yet another new gadget in our villain’s arsenal. Can we get some specs up on that? Note Drone King’s fantastic reflexes, not even taking the time to see who was coming in.”

“He had to know it wasn’t a friendly.”

“You’re right, Linda. Drone King is a solo act.”

A graphic appeared with a feature diagram laying out Drone King’s thrown weapon, noting its aerodynamic design, weighted front end, and dual DC-powered propulsion units. The speculated weight was four pounds.

“Like a brick,” Brendan said.

“What?” Poser asked.

“That’s the weight of a brick, more or less.”

“Heavy enough to knock teeth out,” said a girl behind Brendan. She was leaning on the wall in the back of the lounge. The blue flickering light played off her pale face, which was framed with dark, straight-cut bobbed hair. He hadn’t noticed her there, but he had seen her in two of his classes. Tina from geometry and history. She absentmindedly chewed the cuticle of her thumb as she watched.

The camera vantage point changed, and the quality of the image improved from the bank feed. The news agency now had footage from outside the bank and relatively close, either taken from a news drone or in a zoomed shot from across the street. 

More of Drone King’s flying machines appeared above the heads of the kneeling hostages. Each was the size of a small bird and was equipped with four rotors that allowed finesse in maneuvering. They crowded together at the front door until something happened that shattered the glass into a cascade of white pebbles.

“Gunshot?” the big kid in front asked.

“No, a drone touched the glass,” Poser said. “They must be equipped with—”

Tina shushed him.

“This is a rerun from earlier.”

Several people joined in the shushing, one adding “Shut up.”

The police shouted for Drone King to surrender. The drones flew single file through the shattered door and spread into a line just outside. Then they belched out some kind of gas. Soon the front of the bank was shrouded with white smoke.

“Think it’s weaponized?” Tina asked.

“Doubt it,” Brendan said, although he couldn’t say for certain. “He’s never used poison gas before.”

“For someone who wants the channel changed, you know your supers.”

Someone else shushed her and said, “Look!”

“We’re in for a treat, Linda,” Dale said excitedly. “This is an afternoon that will make this year’s top ten showdowns.”

The spreading mist swirled towards the police line. The cops pulled their people away to the opposite side of the street. Then something or someone descended from the sky into the cloud of smoke. The student lounge erupted in shouts: “Ooh!” “All right!” “Fight!” The camera shot went in tight on the newcomer while the news anchors babbled in incomplete sentences, reminding Brendan of his aunts saying their rosaries. Having finished their task, the smoke-spitting drones shot forward and vanished into the mist.

Brendan groaned.

An object flew out of the cloud, followed by another. The camera missed it at first, but then a digitally stabilized shot provided clarity. Two drones—or rather, their crumpled remains—went flying towards the bank. A tight zoom-in followed a third object, metallic, crumpled, and sailing up like a fly ball. It soon fell and bounced off a cop car. As the cloud dispersed, the rest of the wrecked drones were revealed. A tall figure stood there for a moment before approaching the bank. The air was clear enough to see the white, tight suit spun onto the muscular form of Silver Eagle. The hostages’ fear became elation as they pointed at their savior.

“Boo,” Tina shouted at the screen, and a couple of kids laughed and joined in the jeer.

Brendan wanted to hide, cry, or telepathically ask his father to allow him a shred of dignity by surrendering. But he had no idea how this confrontation had turned out, if his father had escaped, or was arrested or dead. He stood transfixed.

Silver Eagle now stood a few paces away from Drone King, who waited just inside the bank’s front door. The villain in purple flung a weapon at Silver Eagle, which the hero caught and smashed on the floor. Then the hero gestured expansively. 

“We apologize, but we weren’t able to get audio,” Dale said. 

Whatever Silver Eagle said had an effect. The bank hostages dove to the floor or scrambled away, a few making it out the side door past Sir Duke’s unconscious body. A half dozen more of the small drones appeared behind Drone King. Different perspectives cut in from the interior bank cameras before the footage paused to identify Silver Eagle and give his bio and history. Then the entire scene rewound for the hero’s entrance from a new perspective, from footage that might have been taken by one of the hostages. Again, it was clear the hero was talking.

“What’s he saying?” Poser asked.

“Turn it up,” the big kid in the front said.

Someone did, but it only increased the volume of the newsreaders’ chatter. Little of the street noise made it past, and nothing could be heard from within the bank.

“Oh god, it’s a monologue!” Tina said. “How cheesy.”

“And Drone King is letting him give it,” said Brendan.

The last traces of the smokescreen scattered. The purple-clad robber stood motionless as Silver Eagle demanded surrender, or recited poetry for all Brendan could tell. Then Drone King’s right hand moved. A small gesture, hard to see, but distinct. Brendan had researched his father’s technology, piecing together data on the equipment he had used throughout his career as Drone King. His dad had several remotes built into his costume, including his gloves, all part of a suite of control devices that complemented the drones’ programmed recognition of his dad’s voice and eye movements. But the drones floating in formation behind him didn’t move. Something else was coming.

Descending vertically in front of the bank and just behind Silver Eagle came a large octo-rotor drone the size of a motorcycle. Wind kicked up underneath it. It had something like a bazooka slung to a fixed undercarriage.

“Yeah! Yeah!” the big kid shouted, and the rest of the lounge cheered.

On screen, Dale was nearly hysterical. “Is that a weapon of some kind? What are we seeing? Do we have stats on that drone, or is this something new?”

The weapon fired. There was a flash and a noise, and the recoil pushed the large drone back towards the police cars.

The weapon’s projectile was the object in motion. Silver Eagle was the object at rest. The impact played three times through at slower speeds as the anchors aahhed and the students oohhed. The hero got blasted forward off his feet. Unfortunately, Drone King was standing directly in Silver Eagle’s path. A cloud of dust erupted where Drone King had been standing. The remaining hostages fled. And the footage paused.

Dale said, “We’ll remind our audience that this program contains violence and graphic images not suitable for young children.”

A commercial began for a prescription laxative that doubled as a weight-loss drug.

“Come on!” Tina shouted.

Poser made a hand-waving gesture towards the screen. “Well, this is important too, you know.”

Brendan checked his phone. Still no cell signal. The commercials marched along at an ever-increasing volume, and the students in the lounge pulled up their phones and tablets while they waited.

“I know you,” Tina shouted in Brendan’s ear.

Someone mercifully turned the volume down on the television.

“Tina, this is my neighbor,” Poser said.

“Yeah,” Tina said. “We share a couple of classes.”

Brendan smiled at her, unsure what to say. She dug into the pocket of her vest, pulled out a roll of fruit candy, and popped one into her mouth.

“Genuine personal interest usually works best,” she said.

“Sorry, I’m just...my head’s still spinning. New school, people, away from family.”

“Don’t let it fool you. Everyone else here feels the same way, at least the other freshmen. All the extroversion you see is just for show. Except for Poser. He was excitable before leaving his mother’s womb.”

“Bouncy from the get-go,” Poser said.

“Did you two know—” Brendan began, but Tina pointed at the TV. The sound was turned up again.

“We’re back,” Dale said. “We still can only speculate what the weapon is that Drone King used on Silver Eagle. Early analysis tells us it’s some sort of slug thrower or concussion cannon. We have an expert in the studio who can give us some idea of what it is exactly.”

The screen divided into three, split between the anchor, a goatee-wearing guest wearing spectacles, and a close-up of the big drone with the cannon. As they spoke, Brendan felt a surge of delight. If they were speculating on the weapon’s makeup, that meant it hadn’t been captured, didn’t it? Or had the police swept in after the action and taken everything—gadgets, cannon, and his father alike? 

“Get on with it,” Brendan said in a low voice.

“I know,” Tina said.

Finally, the interview ended, and coverage of the afternoon’s events continued.

The big drone had corrected itself after its weapon’s initial firing. The cops kept their heads down, but a few looked over their shoulders and off camera, perhaps up to a nearby building. One with a bullhorn made a rapid hand chopping gesture.

The drone quivered. A spark flashed center-mass. The machine pivoted as a pair of its rotors went dead. A second spark exploded on its body, and dark debris puffed up from it like it had developed a blowhole. The thing listed sideways, corrected, then hung low against the ground. 

“Drone King’s machine is being hit by something,” Dale said. “It was struck by some weapon, some unseen force, perhaps something from Silver Eagle? Another hero? Can we cut to a shot of the rest of the street?”

“Oh, it just got hit again,” Linda said.

“Sniper?” the big kid asked.

“Definitely,” Poser said. “Fifty cal. Can pierce an engine block.”

“Something smaller,” Tina said. “Can’t chance the penetration on a big round like that with civilians nearby. Maybe even a sabot round.”

With a fourth hit, the big bad drone gave up the ghost and flopped on the ground, the rotors shattering as they hit the asphalt.

“Awww, so sad,” Poser said.

Others agreed. 

Again came a round of anchor and expert commentary from the studio. Then the scene cut to a street-level shot of the police line, with one cop waving for the floating news camera to go back. The zoom steadied, showing the bank’s interior. Deposit slips and dust drifted in the air. Silver Eagle was leaning on an overturned desk. He held one hand to his nose. Blood flowed from both nostrils, through his fingers, and onto the floor. 

“What we’re seeing here is the limits of a bulletproof suit,” Linda said.

A line of cops moved forward with shotguns and pistols, the man in front carrying a large black ballistic shield with a small window. They ignored Silver Eagle and checked to both sides and above as they entered.

“And here is where we can resume our audio coverage,” Dale said.

“...out with hands visible,” the cop with the bullhorn was saying. “Surrender, this is your final warning.” The policemen inside were shouting indistinctly.

Silver Eagle held up a hand as if to say, “No, I’m fine,” but no one was offering to help him. He vomited.

Drone King rose from behind a long counter and struggled to keep his balance. None of his drones were with him. He looked a bit worse for wear, his face blackened and sooty, his mask askew. He straightened it.

“Both hands up!” a cop ordered.

Drone King put a hand up to an ear and Brendan felt a jolt of fear. Maybe his father wasn’t trying to activate another device. Maybe he just couldn’t hear anything after that blast. 

Someone shot him.
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5. Missed Call


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


BRENDAN’S STOMACH GAVE a squeeze. The noise of the television, the warm air inside the lounge, and the image of his father crumpling to the bank floor was all too much. He raced outside to find a place to throw up. Once he hit the fresh night air he coughed a few times. When nothing further happened, he sat down on a raised concrete curb. Poser and Tina followed.

“Show’s not over,” Poser said.

“Are you okay?” Tina asked. She crouched down next to him and put a hand on his back.

Brendan nodded. “I’m fine.”

“How much did you eat tonight at supper?” Poser asked.

“It’s not that, Brian. I just needed some air.”

“There’s a few minutes left on the program,” he said. “We’re going over to the Bean after. Why don’t you join us?”

Brendan gave a noncommittal wave. Poser went back inside. 

“You can call him Poser,” Tina said. “Everyone else does. And deep down he’s a caring soul.”

“I’m okay. Really.”

“I know. It was getting too hot in there anyway. Besides, I watched the whole thing when it went live. Had to do something to stay awake in biology. So are you coming?”

“Where?”

“The Bean.” Before he could ask, she elaborated. “One of the coffee shops just off campus. It’s a bit more rustic than Starbucks. Want to join me?”

“Maybe another time. I just need a moment.”

“Suit yourself.”

Tina left. Only later would it dawn on Brendan that he had just been asked out on his first date.

***
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BACK IN HIS ROOM, HE fell asleep searching for news on his father, having resigned himself to using the school Wi-Fi. Drone King had been taken to a city hospital and was in critical condition. A brief web search on what that nonspecific medical state meant didn’t comfort him, and the information trail went no further.

When he woke up, his neck was stiff from being awkwardly propped up on his two pillows. He still wore the previous day’s clothing. The clock read 6:03 a.m. He forced himself to get up, plugged his phone in the charger, and went to shower. Class wouldn’t start until nine thirty, so he had some time.

He only saw a couple of students outside, each walking briskly about their business. The morning had a frosty sting to it, as the desert air proved unexpectedly chilly when the sun wasn’t out. He walked off campus in search of any kind of signal.

There wasn’t much to the town of Dutchman Springs. A few main streets had all the businesses, and a green belt circled the school campus, separating it from the residential areas. On the west side of town was the hyperloop station where train pods could be taken to multiple locations around California’s southern Central Valley. From here, he could jump off to Palm Desert, Bakersfield, or what was left of Los Angeles. The station also had its own Wi-Fi. A few people headed towards the turnstiles and the stairs to the departure platform. Brendan didn’t need to buy a ticket; he just wanted to get close enough for a signal. He checked his phone. No internet. The hyperloop Wi-Fi wasn’t showing up. Now it appeared that his phone had zero reception of any kind.

“What the hell.”

He held his phone higher, but it did little except make one passerby give Brendan a wider berth. He began wandering back towards school. He found a side street he hadn’t taken before. Behind a pet food outlet there was a beige stucco building with a simple green sign: a black bean with white lettering that read “The Bean.”

The shop was empty, but the lights were on. He went inside.

A steel counter with a register separated the six small tables and chairs from a copper-colored machine replete with pipes, valves, and gauges. The place smelled of coffee, an aroma he associated with his mother. She would get up at four in the morning, and the automatic pot would start just before her alarm went off.

“Hello?” Brendan said.

“Be right there.” A blue-turbaned young man with a short beard came out from a curtained back room. “Welcome to the Bean.” 

“This is going to sound like a dumb question, but what do you got?”

“Not a dumb question. I haven’t put the board up. Today’s roast is a bright Indonesian bean with notes of pecan, dark chocolate, and molasses.”

“You have Wi-Fi?”

The owner’s face clouded.

“I’ll, uh, take a small coffee,” Brendan said.

“Coming right up.”

The owner went to machine and began reaching for different valves. A hissing noise began to rise and a small plume of steam escaped a side port. Next came a gurgling sound. Brendan gave his debit card to the owner while a white coffee cup set under a dispenser slowly filled with black bubbly liquid. Transaction completed, the owner handed over the coffee.

“The Wi-Fi is Champ’s Domain.”

“Password?”

“It’s soylentgreen1984. No caps.”

Brendan took the cup and sat down. He wasn’t sure what the protocol was, so he took a tentative sip first before getting on his phone.

The molten black acid that touched his tongue forced him to spit the coffee back into the cup. Brendan rose and went to a back counter where among the sugar, milk urns, and napkins he found a water dispenser and a stack of paper cups. The owner didn’t comment as Brendan quenched what felt like a mouth full of blisters. He finally sat back down, the fire extinguished, but the pain in his mouth very much still alive. He eyed the cup warily. 

“Something to eat?” the owner asked as he hoisted a white board with menu items onto a pair of hooks.

Brendan just shook his head. He checked his phone. He typed the password and tried to join the network. The network let him on. The internet didn’t. 

“Your internet is out.”

“I know. It’s been out all morning.”

Brendan gritted his teeth. He took a deep breath and counted to ten. A school therapist had suggested the trick once. It never worked. He went over every possible phone option, as if some new invisible update had installed a settings feature that had to be triggered for the phone to be used.

“Has your phone been out too?” Brendan asked.

The owner reached under the counter and checked a small silver device. He held it high.

“Yeah, something must be up. I’ve never had a problem here.”

“Something must be going on.”

The owner turned on a radio that played over a speaker system. Pop music began to play.

“World hasn’t ended,” the owner said. “It’ll come back on.”

Brendan nodded and tried to calm down. He took a tiny second sip of the coffee, slurping it as much as possible. It had an odd earthy, tart taste that progressed to a slightly fruity flavor. It confused his mouth. He blew on top of the cup to disperse the rising steam and tasted some more.

“Are you Champ?” Brendan asked.

“The one and only.”

“The coffee’s good.”

Champ just nodded and went into the back. Before Brendan left to make his first class, he put the empty cup away into a large gray bin. The smell of baking and cinnamon filled the coffeehouse. By the time Brendan made it back to school, his stomach was grumbling.
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THE PHONE SIGNAL STAYED out all day as was the school WiFi. The other students were onto that fact as well, and it became the only topic of conversation as hundreds of fingers worked futilely at their phones and tablets. At noon break, Brendan went to find an open lounge in his dorm with a television so he could watch the news. 

An apparent large-scale denial-of-service attack was underway that was affecting large swathes of the country’s communication networks. Little in the way of solid facts followed the headlines. His history class was open seating. Brendan had already claimed his spot in the second row near the door, but when Tina entered, she snagged him by an elbow and beckoned him to follow her to the back of the class. He collected his things.

“It’s back up,” she whispered.

The news spread to all the students, and soon enough Ms. Pounder’s lecture on the First Punic War was eclipsed by twenty small screens and twice that many busy thumbs. Brendan checked his email, saw nothing, and typed a quick “Let me know you’re okay” message to all of his dad’s addresses, knowing that none would go through. Only then did he check the news.

“Addicting, isn’t it?” Tina asked in a hushed tone, pointing to his phone screen. 

“Curse of our generation.”

The teacher continued to pace in front of the students, the lecture clearly memorized, her tone steady, flat, and dry.

“I mean the supers.” She showed him a news headline on her screen: Swinging Super Falls on Police Car in Ann Arbor. “I didn’t know you were such a big fan.”

“It’s okay,” Brendan said. “A guilty pleasure, I guess.”

“No guilt here. I love it. I want to see who has what gadget. The stuff they build. It’s amazing.”

“Imagine if they used half that effort to make things that would do some good.”

“Imagine how boring that would be. Isn’t that like saying imagine the Mars mission shouldn’t have happened because it was too expensive and that it would be better if that energy was used to build hospitals? Of course that’s true. But it’s the excitement of it all that created that energy.”

“That energy gets people killed.”

“Drama much? If you don’t like it, stop reading about it. They feed off hits.”

Brendan turned off his phone out of spite. Ms. Pounder was explaining the phrase “Carthage must be destroyed” and its impact on Roman foreign policy.

Ever so slowly, Tina pushed her own phone into Brendan’s field of view. A costumed girl in a white low-cut leotard was beating down a trio of looters with her fighting sticks. The phone trembled as Tina tried to suppress her laughter. As they watched, Brendan began to smile too.
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MR. CHILDES MET WITH Brendan just before dinner, an hour later than scheduled. Brendan thought he could use that wait time online, but once again the internet and the network were out. He paced the outer office and tried to busy himself by looking out the window and examining the handful of ornate bound books on the bookcase. A sextant, a bronze antique lamp, and a tiny globe made of some pearly white rock stood in a line on a lower shelf. All the metal parts of the collection were polished and devoid of fingerprints. Brendan touched the items, carefully turning each one to see how they were assembled and figure out whether they were from a bygone era or of recent manufacture. 

“I apologize for the delay,” Mr. Childes said as he conducted Brendan into the office. “You’ve made it through your first week. I hope all is going well.”

Brendan shrugged. “Well enough, I guess. Did you see the news?”

“Which news?”

“There was another event with supers in New York yesterday that involved my father. A robbery. My father was shot.”

“I see. And what is your father’s condition?”

“I have no way of finding out. The internet and phone have been out. The last news report I could find said he was in the hospital, and that it was critical. I’m going crazy trying to learn more. I was wondering if there was anything you could do to help.”

“Unfortunately, the entire school has been experiencing the outages. Apparently, the problem is countrywide. I’m sure they will fix it soon. These things have happened before. But I’m not sure how I can help you with getting information.”

“I was thinking if I could take the hyperloop and get to Los Angeles or Bakersfield, someplace more central, the internet might come back there first.”

Mr. Childes steepled his fingers. “Dutchman Springs will be back on as soon as the rest, if not sooner. It was built with the modern data age in mind. If the problem affects us, it will affect those other cities just as severely. This issue will mostly just require your patience. Besides, we can’t have you leaving school without an escort. Your security is a priority. You understand that, don’t you?”

“I do. It’s just that I’m freaking out a bit.”

“Can I walk you to the nurse’s office? Nurse Dreyfus can suggest some things that could help with managing your stress.”

“No, thank you. Does your landline work?”

“It does.”

“Can I use it to call my mom?”

“Certainly. Let me take you to a desk where you can have some privacy.”
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HEARING HIS MOM’S VOICE calmed him down some. She hadn’t been home. He found her at the hospital, where she picked up once she had been paged. She never carried her cell phone, said it was for emergencies only, which exasperated Brendan to no end.

“Brendan, is everything okay?” she asked.

“Yes, I’m fine. My phone’s been out, and I wasn’t able to reach you.”

He heard the voices and racket of the hospital over the receiver.

“It’s so good to hear your voice,” she said. “I hope you’re filling that big brain of yours with everything they’re teaching you. How are your classes?”

“They’re good. Everything’s good. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Mico. Nothing to worry about here. I have to cover an evening shift, but I can always use the money.”

“Mom, you should be sleeping.”

“Not this early. I’ll catch a few hours, don’t worry.”

Someone in the background was calling her name insistently. Brendan wanted to ask if she could check on his father, but he faltered. This was a topic they never spoke of. 

“Mom, I love you.”

“I love you too, Mico. Call me tomorrow.”

“I will.” 
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6. Just a Schoolgirl 
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LUCILLE WANTED TO MEET at lunchtime so Brendan could help her with the basics of calculating the angles of a triangle. She had made a point of sitting close to Brendan throughout the second week of geometry class, but she alternated between being extra friendly with him, all smiles and winks, and not even responding to him when he said hello in passing. 

The teaching assistants had all left the math and science workshop, so they had it entirely to themselves.

He pulled up the reference video from the school network. It was animated and informative. Lucille leaned in close, a hand on his forearm.

“I’ve watched that already,” she said. “I want you to explain it.”

Her eyes glazed over as he reviewed the formulae for determining altitude, vertices, and bisector lengths when other measurements were known. Brendan found himself regurgitating the basics of the terminology. She nodded a few times as he used the onscreen graphics to back up his explanations. When she stopped nodding and started to scowl, he decided to take a remedial step back in his lesson plan.

He drew a triangle on his tablet. “So first, let’s start by defining what each type of triangle is. If this is an equilateral triangle, what do you know about it?”

“Look, I know what that is. But it’s the stuff he was talking about today that didn’t add up.”

“Okay. But I’m building up to that. I guess I was just trying to figure out what it is that you’re not understanding.”

She flinched. “What do you mean?” 

“What? Nothing. I just think we need to get to where it is that the teacher lost you.”

“He didn’t ‘lose’ me. I just found today hard to follow.”

On his screen he navigated through the geometry class’s posted information and media. Everything the class had covered or would cover was there. He found the teacher’s notes from the morning.

“Here it is. We can read through this now. Just stop me whenever, and I’ll go over the parts that get confusing.”

“You get all this stuff, don’t you?” she asked. Her hand still hadn’t left his arm, but with her other fingers she tapped a slow rhythm on the desk. She was glaring at him.

“Yeah, more or less. It’s really not that hard when you—”

“You think I’m stupid.”

“That’s not what I mean. I didn’t say you were stupid.”

“I can see it on your face. You were thinking it.”

“No, I wasn’t.” 

But Lucille got up from the desk and hurried towards the door. He tried to go after her but fumbled with his tablet, the desk, and then his feet. By the time he got himself together and outside, she was gone.
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HE FOUND LUCILLE IN the school restaurant. She carried a tray with a cup of yogurt and a salad. Two large boys he had seen around followed behind her, one holding her purse and tablet. Perhaps they were upperclassmen. Perhaps they were confined to the physical education facility and did nothing but lift weights and chew barbells. 

“Lucille, hey,” Brendan said. “I just wanted to say I didn’t mean to imply that you needed tutoring from me or anything. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

She paused, a quizzical look on her face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

One of her boys stepped between them. Brendan took a step back, and Lucille and her escorts walked past to go sit in the crowded dining room. His own stomach made noise, and he got in line.

“So, what brings you and the ice queen together?” Tina asked, appearing behind him with an empty tray flipping in her hands.

“She’s in over her head with the geometry class.” Brendan put a plate with a sandwich on his tray. The turkey and cheese and ham overfilled the rustic bread, straining the stress capacity of the toothpicks that held it all together. Tina followed along and selected a piece of cheese pizza. She dumped a scoop of sliced black olives over it. Next she added some pickle slices, then cubes of braised tofu in a peanut sauce.

“You’re judging me with your eyes,” she said as they walked outside. They sat next to each other on a bench.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her food. “I’m just not sure what I’m seeing.”

“I’ve heard all the questions before. Have I lost my taste buds? Am I pregnant? Who cares? I like what I like.”

“No judgment here. I’m just curious how you’re going to eat that without any silverware.”

She showed him. The pizza curled just enough to contain its load, and she ate. 

“Watch out for her,” Tina said after daintily dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “She’s in one of my classes. She’s a flame who likes to have plenty of moths around her.”

“I was just trying to help her with her homework.”

“Yeah. But ask yourself what she thought you were helping her with.”
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THE INTERNET DIED AGAIN that afternoon. Brendan knew this because he checked his phone every five minutes. He guessed this was what it was like to be an amputee absently feeling for a phantom limb. Oddly enough, he was the only one in his new electronics class distracted by his phone, as the rest of the students were actually paying attention to the frizzy-haired teacher as she demonstrated the basics of wiring a solenoid. Ms. Hayes’s device, once triggered, would fire a piston into a steel ball, which would roll down a track, around a loop and down a descending corkscrew, and through a row of charged magnets, and smash into a row of five light bulbs. Poser was sitting front and center along with Vlad Behram, the big kid from Brendan’s dorm. Vlad was not only engaged but excited, barely staying seated. His white toothy smile shined in bright contrast to his dark skin. He elbowed Poser as the teacher explained the problem.

Her wiring schematic was up on a projection. The class had to give her the right answers on where to attach the wires so that the bulbs and magnets would come on as soon as the piston fired. All of this connected to a small battery, which also had to be included in the circuit for the contraption to work.

The class had to pay attention and give Ms. Hayes the right answers for the payoff. Brendan put his phone away and watched as the teacher tried to goad the students into having her do things that wouldn’t complete the basic circuit.

“You think you have it?” she asked them.

“Yes,” came the consensus from the class. Brendan was surprised that so many students at Dutchman Springs were actively occupied with their lessons and the teachers. In his middle school, only a few of the bright and brainy ever bothered with answering a question not directed solely at them.

“Are you sure? Would you bet all the tea in China?”

Brendan thought the design appeared sound. “It’s correct,” he said before anyone else answered. Suddenly all eyes were on him.

“Then come up and hit the switch.”

She stepped away from the wired machine. Brendan was suddenly uncomfortable, surprised at himself for having spoken aloud. He went to the front of the class and put his hand on the switch. He reviewed the wiring.

“Not so certain anymore, are we?”

“Go for it,” Poser said.

“I’m certain. But I like to check again.”

Ms. Hayes smiled and nodded. “Very wise. You may proceed, Mr. Garza.”

He hit the switch. The piston fired, snapping the ball forward down its track. It looped, almost ran off the corkscrew rails, was accelerated by the magnets, and shattered the illuminated bulbs with a crash.

The class hooted and clapped. Brendan sat down.

“Excellent work. We see the need for quality assurance, don’t we? It’s not enough to have the theory down. Your work must be precise. Mr. Garza knew this instinctively, didn’t you?”

Brendan offered a nod. He didn’t like the focus to be all on him.

“Measure twice,” Vlad said. “Cut once.”

“Indeed, Mr. Behram. Words to live by.”

***
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WHEN CLASS ENDED ONLY half of the students left, even though it was the last period of the day. Vlad was interrogating the teacher on making circuit boards and Brendan listened in, intent on discovering the rules for after-hours lab access. Why were so many others sticking around? 

“Jumping ahead, are we, Mr. Behram?” Ms. Hayes asked. 

“I want to get to the interesting stuff,” Vlad said.

“I thought all of my classes were interesting,” she said with a wink.

Some of the remaining students laughed. “They are absolutely captivating,” Vlad said. “But they
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