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ONE


 


Hercules launched his one-hundred-thirty-seventh
electronic probe. Maybe this one would penetrate the fifth firewall
on Krill Metal Enterprises’ private server.

Weary from a week with little sleep, he
scooted his chair away from the six flat screens that lined the
basement wall. He stood to stretch and tripped over the battery
backup sump-pump, the one he’d talked his mom into installing to
protect his equipment.

In the process of steadying himself, he
knocked over the king on a nearby chessboard. This was where he
tested new strategies for the matches he played on World Champion
Games Online. He hadn’t made a move in over a week. In fact, he
hadn’t left his mom’s basement in all that time.

He replaced the king, tried to ignore the
bad omen, and sat down. While waiting to see what his probe
produced, he rummaged through foil junk-food bags for something to
tide him over. The power bars had disappeared days earlier, along
with the cookies and pretzels.

“What’s going on down there?” his mom yelled
from the top of the stairs. Her shrill voice rang in his ears. “Did
something crash?”

Hercules sank lower in his seat. “It’s
nothing, Mom.”

“It didn’t sound like nothing. Are you
drinking again?”

His mom slung loaded questions to trip him
up, since “no” admitted that he had been drinking before. Not at
home. “I’m not drinking, Mom.”

“Aren’t you going to work today?”

“I am working.” Just not on my boring
intern job.

“Come have breakfast first. You haven’t
eaten a proper meal in a week. You’re too skinny to skip food.
You’re not doing drugs down there, are you?” his mom yelled, as
if a druggie might confess.

Maybe to get the nagging to stop.
“No, Mom.”

Hercules had no use for anything that dulled
his mind, which ached from a puzzle far beyond the chess or other
hacking challenges: how to see what Krill was hiding. “I need to
concentrate.” He hoped that would send her away for a while.

After all, eating was a waste of time—except
to stop his belly from grumbling. He emptied the crumbs from some
cookie bags into his mouth and looked around. After a week, he’d
scrounged all the food he’d brought downstairs and his mom refused
to buy more until he joined her for a “proper” meal.

Hercules, not his real name, drummed his
fingers on his virtual keyboard, as if that could speed things up.
At least it diverted attention from his empty stomach and how he’d
failed to penetrate Krill’s last layer of security.

He’d used every tool in his library,
including the contents of both hard drives attached to his system
and the ones he’d locked in a fireproof safe on a bowed plastic
shelf because he didn’t trust centralize cloud databases. Rational
thought begged him to give up this quest.

A dead-end after weeks of work would be
devastating, but something inside him wouldn’t let go. Okay, the
challenge of breaking firewalls others couldn’t was a thrill, but
it was more than that. Each night when his head hit the pillow in
the far corner of the basement, this inner force plagued him with
the incongruity of the tightest security he’d encountered for such
a mundane company doing routine boring metal fabrication.

The biggest mental pest was Simeon. Hercules
knew little about the hacker legend: not country, age, or even
gender. Simeon was a god in the dark corners of the virtual world:
faceless, voiceless, a ghost to those who pursued him/her. S/he was
also Hercules’ mentor, the one who introduced him to a network of
brothers and sisters who helped him find niche code and special
purpose hacks.

“You can find anything you need on
skull-and-crossbones sites,” Simeon had texted, using a filter to
remove any personal quirks to fool those with sophisticated
language analyzers. “But be careful. There are crazy Jackers out
here.”

Jackers were like hackers except they got
into your head to mess you up. That was enough reason to hide
behind false names, faces, and profiles. In any case, Simeon’s last
mission was Krill Metal Enterprises. Then s/he’d vanished.

Simeon didn’t just disappear as in never
heard from again. All electronic traces of him/her vanished, as if
s/he’d never existed. That hit Hercules like a kick to the gut. The
vanishing act had reminded him of how his father abandoned his
family two years ago for a girl right out of high school, and a job
in another country.

Despite Daddy’s fancy executive job and top
one-tenth-of-one-percenter paycheck, he’d pleaded poverty. Dear old
Dad paid only what the courts could get from him. Then he vanished
off the grid. The payments stopped, leaving Hercules and his mom
struggling to get by. Ever since, Hercules had been hunting his
deadbeat dad in secure databases and behind secure corporate
firewalls.

This driving need, alter ego, or hacker
demon—take your pick—which he couldn’t share with family or
friends, spurred Hercules to uncover what had happened to Simeon as
a way to learn more about how his dad vanished. Somehow, he
decided, these mysteries related to what the mundane company was
hiding. Even the registered owner’s name, John Jones, was an alias,
with no public information. Hercules was certain he was a top
earning one-tenth-of-one-percenter like his father.

Spurred by the hunt for his dad, Hercules
became a self-proclaimed champion of transparency, hoping to spare
others the pain of lies and deceit. He vowed to uncover Krill’s
secrets and publicize them on his website, the Labors of Hercules,
as he’d done with others before. If he was lucky, he’d find clues
to locating his dad.

Krill’s tight security had to cover some
hideous stench. Hercules might find a buyer for the secrets if
doing so didn’t violate his moral compass: don’t hurt people
trampled by big companies and the rich. Impersonal corporations and
their lackeys were fair game. He wasn’t selling out for the money.
He used all proceeds to buy equipment to continue his mission.

A screen to his right held the private image
of another rail-thin boy in a dirty tee shirt and ragged jeans:
Hercules’ partner, Apollo. The boy sported a week’s worth of beard
beneath uncombed sandy hair. Few, other than Hercules, could
connect the Apollo screen name to this quiet, private figure or his
real name, Paulo Antonelli. It seemed a poor alias for someone who
hid in the shadows and didn’t aspire to greatness, but it was easy
for his friend to remember.

As part of their friendship and
collaboration, Hercules and Apollo had set up reciprocal cameras in
their home offices in case either got into trouble. After all, they
were digging into very secure data systems. Like Apollo, Hercules
had changed his name according to the French greeting, which
literally asked, “What do you call yourself?” The English
equivalent, “What’s your name?” sounded like: “What label did
others slap on you?”

To succeed in his mission, Hercules needed
one more mutation of a probe bot that the Krill firewall wouldn’t
recognize. Apollo knew how to create small data packets to drill
through impossible security. He hadn’t hit a system he couldn’t
crack. Yet Apollo was sweating so much he’d draped a towel around
his neck. Empty foil bags littered the table around him and tumbled
onto the floor. Despite the sweat, Apollo didn’t appear to be
drinking. No mugs or plastic containers were in sight.

“You okay?” Hercules asked into the
microphone.

Apollo stared at his virtual keyboard in the
corner of his bedroom. His hands trembled. When he spoke, words
came out slow and methodical as if he’d chewed on them for hours.
“No, man, I’m not.” He brushed aside foil bags, dropping crumbs on
the virtual keyboard. Gibberish flashed across his screen as it
executed Python code in response to the crumbs dancing across the
tabletop. Apollo scooped the rest of the crumbs into his hand and
popped them into his mouth.

Another screen showed Apollo’s public image.
A small humanlike figure of the Greek god held the world above his
head. The contrast between public and private images drew a tear to
Hercules’ eyes. It tugged at his sense of injustice to think of how
his decent friend had been bullied one time too many for being shy,
slow of speech, and socially awkward.

To avoid pushing his friend too hard,
Hercules softened his voice, though he couldn’t contain his
enthusiasm. “Come on, dude. It’s the hack of a lifetime. We could
nail another shady one-percenter.”

“Enough.”

“You’re the best,” Hercules said. “I’m
counting on you. You’ll be a hero.”

“Save it, man. You’ve gone wacky over this.
You know that? Wacky. This isn’t fun anymore. We could get into
serious trouble.” Apollo used his sleeve to clean the table and
then typed to fix the garbage on his screen.

Apollo hadn’t been as eager to take on the
one-percenter cause. Then Hercules hooked him up with their summer
internship at XTEL Development, which allowed them to work from
home. The job was only between high school and their backup plan of
going to college. And that was only if they couldn’t support
themselves by hacking.

The intern program was supposed to give them
skills to help in college or to get a real, full-time job. So far
the internship hadn’t taught Hercules squat, but their servers held
a lot of interesting stuff, such as salaries and client firewall
protocols.

He resented doing menial work for a boss who
was more interested in hitting on female interns than in giving the
interns real work. Conrad Jackson was another home-wrecker, with
money and an apartment hidden from his wife, according to his many
bank records. Conrad also owned stock in a company with a name
similar to Krill Metal Enterprises, though all shell companies
sounded alike. Still, the intern job was a useful cover to keep
Hercules’ mom from bugging him when he was home.

“Come on, Apollo,” Hercules said in the most
soothing tone he could manage. “You’re a god. A top god.”

“One
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