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CHAPTER ONE: SERVER OFFLINE
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The first thing Theo did every single day, before he even sat up properly, was reach across the bed for his phone and check if the others were online.

Not texts. Not Snap. The little green dots.

Static — online. Bug — online. Priya, whose username was just "p" because she said anything longer was a waste of keystrokes — online. And then Theo himself, blinking awake at 7:02 on a Tuesday, becoming the fourth green dot in a row.

Four dots. Four of them. That was the whole world, basically.

The game was called Last Light. They hadn't made it — some studio of grown-ups had — but they'd made it theirs the way you do when you've sunk eleven hundred hours into something. It was a survival game, sort of. You dropped onto an island that got smaller every round, you scavenged, you built, you tried not to die. Most people played it like a war. Theo and his crew played it like a hangout that happened to have explosions in it.

He pulled his headset on. The foam was starting to flake off the left ear, little black crumbs that ended up on his pillow, but he wasn't about to ask his mom for a new one. New headsets were a "Christmas conversation."

"Yo," he said into the mic.

"He lives," said Bug. Bug's real name was Daniel and he lived four streets over, close enough that sometimes Theo could hear the same ice cream truck through both the window and the headset, a weird echo that always made them laugh. "We've been waiting like ten minutes."

"It's been four minutes," said Priya. "Don't gaslight him before he's even had breakfast."

"I don't eat breakfast," Theo said.

"That's why you're built like a glow stick," Bug said, and Static — the quiet one, the one who only said things when they were worth saying — let out a single short laugh that meant he agreed.

This was the part Theo could never explain to anyone at school. That the best four minutes of his morning happened before his feet even touched the floor. That three voices in a headset could feel more like home than the house he was actually in.

They loaded into a round. The drop ship screamed across a pixel sky.

"Where we landing?" Theo asked, even though he knew.

"Lighthouse," all three said at once.

Always the lighthouse. It was a bad spot, tactically — exposed, picked clean by other players half the time, a death trap if a squad rolled up while you were looting. But it was theirs. Eight months ago, back when they were still basically strangers thrown together by the game's random matchmaking, the four of them had made their first real stand at that lighthouse. Held it against a full squad. Won when they had no business winning. And somewhere in the screaming and the laughing and the "NO WAY, NO WAY, WE GOT THEM," four strangers had turned into something else.

So now they always landed at the lighthouse. Even when it was stupid. Especially when it was stupid.

Theo's avatar hit the ground and rolled. Static was already moving, smooth and economical, grabbing weapons off the floor and tossing the spares back without being asked. Bug was talking the entire time — narrating, theorizing, accusing distant enemies of being hackers. Priya went high, up the lighthouse stairs, calling out positions in that flat calm voice that never once cracked, not even when everything was on fire.

"Two squads west," she said. "They're gonna fight each other first. We sit. We let them."

"Boring," said Bug.

"Smart," said Priya.

"Boring AND smart," Bug conceded.

They sat. They let them. And it worked, the way it almost always worked when the four of them actually listened to each other, which was the thing — the actual secret thing — about the whole arrangement. Apart, they were four random kids who weren't especially good at the game. Together, they were something that won.

The round ended with all four of them alive, standing in the last circle, and the screen lit up with the words VICTORY in letters so big and so gold they were genuinely a little embarrassing.

"GG," said Static. Two letters. From him, that was a speech.

Theo flopped back onto his pillow, grinning at his cracked ceiling, headset still on, and for about nine seconds everything was completely perfect.

Then his mom knocked on the door — three quick raps, the busy kind — and said, "Bus in twenty, baby, and we need to talk after school."

"Talk about what?"

"After school," she said, which is the single most ominous phrase a parent has ever invented.

In his ear, Bug was already calling for another round. Priya was already debating the lighthouse versus somewhere "actually good for once." Static had gone quiet again, conserving words like he conserved ammo.

"I gotta go," Theo said. "School."

"Same," said Priya.

"Boo," said Bug.

"Later," said Static.

The green dots stayed lit a moment longer in Theo's mind even after he pulled the headset off. He didn't know it yet — he had no way of knowing it, lying there with foam crumbs in his hair and twenty minutes to catch a bus — but that ordinary Tuesday was the last morning all four dots would line up so easily, like it was nothing, like it would always be that simple.

The talk after school was about moving.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE TALK AFTER SCHOOL
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Here is a list of things Theo thought "we need to talk after school" might mean, ranked from what he hoped to what he feared, compiled over the course of one extremely long school day:

He was getting a dog. (Hope.) He was in trouble for the thing with the garage door. (Fear, but manageable.) Someone was sick. (Fear, the real kind, the kind he made himself stop thinking about.)

Moving to the other side of the planet was not on the list. It hadn't even made the list. You don't put things on a list when they've never once crossed your mind.

His mom waited until he'd dropped his bag and gotten a glass of water, which was how he knew it was big. Small news she'd just shout from another room. Big news got a glass of water and a seat at the actual table.

"I got the job," she said.

"What job?"

"The one in Singapore."

Theo set the glass down very carefully, like it might go off.

She'd applied months ago. He vaguely remembered it — a thing she'd mentioned the way adults mention things they don't think will happen, half a sentence over dinner, gone before he'd looked up from his plate. It had sounded fake. Far-away and fake, like winning the lottery, like becoming an astronaut.

"It's a really good job, baby," she said, and her voice did something complicated, happy and scared at the same time. "It's the job. The one I've been trying for since before your dad and I —" She stopped. Rerouted. "It's a lot more money. A better school for you. A whole different life."

"When," Theo said. Not a question. He couldn't make it go up at the end like a question.

"Six weeks."

Six weeks.

In his head, automatically, the way you'd flinch from a hot stove, Theo did the math he already knew the answer to. Singapore was — what — twelve hours ahead? Thirteen? When he was getting on a bus, they'd be eating dinner. When the four dots usually lined up at 7 a.m., it'd be the middle of his night. The green dots would never overlap again. Not by accident. Not the easy way, the way that made it feel like nothing.

He didn't say any of that. You can't explain the green dots to a mom holding a glass of water with both hands because she's nervous about how you'll take it. She'd hear "video game." She'd hear "you'll make new friends." She would not hear the truth, which was: those three people in the headset know me better than anyone at this table, and I am about to lose the only time zone we share.

"That's great, Mom," he said, because she'd worked for this, and her face when she said the job was a thing he didn't want to be the reason it dimmed. "Really. That's huge."

She exhaled like she'd been holding it for a week. "Yeah?"

"Yeah."

She hugged him then, hard, and over her shoulder Theo stared at the kitchen clock and kept doing time-zone math he couldn't turn off.
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He told them that night.

He'd planned to ease into it. He'd planned a whole thing. But they loaded into a round, dropped at the lighthouse like always, and Bug said something dumb, and Priya laughed, and Static said "GG" before they'd even won anything, just out of pure good mood — and Theo heard himself say it flat into the mic, no warm-up, like ripping tape off skin:

"I'm moving to Singapore in six weeks."

The round kept going on screen. Their avatars kept running. But the headset went so quiet Theo could hear the little hum of the connection itself.

"...what," said Bug.

"My mom got a job. It's a really good job. We're moving."

"Singapore like — the country," Priya said. Her flat voice, but a hairline crack in it. "Not like a street called Singapore. The country."

"The country."

A long pause. On screen, Static's avatar — usually the most careful player alive — walked straight off a cliff edge and died. Just walked off. Theo had never once seen Static die like that, carelessly, like he'd stopped paying attention to the game entirely.

"That's the other side of the world, bro," Bug said, and his voice had gone thin and weird, none of the usual bit in it. "That's like — when's it even gonna be the same time as us?"

"Never," Theo said. "Basically never."

Nobody had an answer for






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
BY((ASPER ZUELDW %\/

www.kasperzuelow.com





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





