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To my guides on this journey, 
who led me to new worlds

&

To Carl Smith and Crissie McMullan, 
who helped me get home





Things are not always as they appear. This is true of locks, doors, walls, and people.

—Keshlam the Seer, “Hacking Tips”




Author’s Note / /

Names and other identifying characteristics have been altered to protect people’s privacy. For the same reason, in a limited number of instances I have changed dates or combined individuals.



  Preface / /



  The Hacker Next Door



  Tall and tan and young and lovely . . .


It’s Saturday night at Bally’s Las Vegas and I follow a woman in black leather—jacket, skirt, boots—down the center of the casino floor. Her hair—also black—is twisted atop her head and held in place with chopsticks. She has on red lipstick and knee-high red polka-dot socks. A portable speaker clipped to her purse plays “The Girl from Ipanema.”

The woman—thirty-three years old? thirty-four?—passes tables for blackjack, three-card poker, and craps. Players turn from their chips to the source of the music. Several smile, entreating her to join them, but she continues through a thicket of ringing, whirring slot machines, emerging again in front of the casino elevators.

There’s a long line here, perhaps two hundred people, stretching to the end of the hallway and around a corner. Almost everyone is trying to get to the pool party a floor below or to the dozen other parties in Bally’s Skyview rooms twenty-five floors above. Making sure no one cuts are two huge bouncers with crossed arms and dark red badges that say GOON.

The woman does not join the line. She smiles at the bouncers. The bouncers do not smile at her. They do recognize her, however.

The woman is a hacker. The bouncers are also hackers. And so are the two hundred people in line, and the several thousand already partying above or below.

In fact, there are close to twenty thousand hackers in Vegas this weekend.

“Access approved,” the bouncers say to the woman. They part—special treatment—and the woman passes between them: first in line.

The next elevator is hers alone.

Or ours. “I’m with her,” I tell the bouncers, and squeeze through before they can stop me.

A door opens and the woman and I step in together. “This is crazy,” I say. “Is it always this crowded?”

The woman rolls her eyes, seemingly put off that of all the questions I could ask right now, I choose this one.

As it turns out, for the next year my life will largely become a series of such strange questions and the even stranger answers she provides.
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Of all the ways I might have expected to start hanging out with a hacker, perhaps the last was an impromptu playdate for my daughter.

Alien recognized me first. We had met briefly, fifteen years earlier, when I was a senior at Harvard and she was a sophomore at MIT. By chance, we ran into each other again one fall afternoon. Each of us was out with our preschool-age daughter. Amazing—great to see you again! And the girls liked each other. Can we play together? they asked. Please?

We agreed. Our daughters cheered—and then ran off to a set of swings. We chatted casually for a few minutes. Then I asked Alien—not that this was the name I knew her by—what she was working on these days.

“Well . . . ,” she said. “Tomorrow morning, I have to break into a bank.”

My old acquaintance, I learned, was a professional hacker—or, as she put it to corporate clients, “a penetration tester and digital forensics specialist.” When institutions or individuals needed to test their security, either physical or virtual, she and her team were guns for hire. And if you’d already been breached, they’d identify what had been stolen, how, and by whom—plus recover any lost information and try to ensure that the problem wouldn’t happen again.

Even with frequent media coverage, hacking is actually dramatically underreported, Alien told me. Only a small fraction of discovered hacks are disclosed to the public. And most hacks are never discovered in the first place.

She knew because, time and again, she or her close associates had either done the hacking or cleaned up after someone else had.

I liked talking to Alien and she liked talking to me. Further conversations (and playdates) led to increasingly revealing accounts, including, at my request, stories about her personal and professional experiences with hospitals and law firms, airlines and art museums, police departments and the Pentagon. She also talked about finding community, fighting assholes, falling in love, and forming a mature adult life within the larger hacker world—topics completely missing in most accounts of hacker culture.

Some hackers have a well-deserved reputation for bragging, exaggeration, obfuscation, and outright lies. Alien, however, seemed modest by nature—earnest, soft-spoken, and reserved. (I had yet to encounter her as the leather-clad woman who parted the Red Sea of bouncers in Vegas.) Before becoming a writer, I’d logged time as a computer programmer, and I had enough early hacking experiences of my own to follow the outlines of her radically more sophisticated—and perilous—exploits. Every detail I could verify checked out.

One Sunday afternoon, when I was in town again where she lived, I asked Alien if I could meet her at her office. “Pretend I’m a potential client,” I said. “Give me the big picture.”

Alien agreed. “Here’s what you probably know,” she told me from across a conference table. “Hackers can break into your computer and cell phones, your company network or the network of anyone you do business with. They can read your email and texts, steal your business plans and credit card numbers, or take over your online identity in order to hack someone else.”

I nodded, shifted uncomfortably in my seat, and turned off my phone.

“Here’s what you probably don’t know,” she continued. “Only about thirty percent of hacks target a specific individual or institution. Some seventy percent are opportunistic—hackers trying to break into anything they can, and pursuing opportunities behind any open door. If your information is valuable to you, it’s valuable to someone else. No one is too ‘boring’ to be hacked, and everything has a price on the hacker black market.”

I tried to seem savvy and unfazed. In reality, I wanted to go home and turn off everything.

Not so fast. “Physical access is almost as easy,” Alien said. Someone with skills like hers could enter my home or my hotel room, my office or my safe. She could copy ID cards, impersonate customers or employees, tap directly into phone lines or data centers, and uncover surprising secrets from my trash.

I’m moving to a farm, I told myself. I’m going off grid. I’m bringing my family. And I’m buying a shredder.

At this point the formal presentation started. For an hour, Alien walked me through examples of hack after hack. The health insurer Anthem. Retailers Target and Home Depot. Even security companies like encryption pioneer RSA and defense stalwart Lockheed Martin. The more I learned, the more I was surprised—and alarmed—by how pervasive hacking was and how diverse its forms and targets could be.

It was a story I wanted to share with others.

“Hacking today is a profession,” Alien concluded. “There are well-organized cybercriminals, loose confederations of defenders, and governments and businesses often more motivated to maintain the status quo than to safeguard individuals.”

“Who are you?” I asked. “A good guy or a bad guy?”

Alien shrugged. “That depends on who you are.” At this very moment, she was willing to wager, there were hackers just like her, sitting in a room a lot like this one, only in China or Russia, Israel or Nigeria, England or elsewhere in the United States. “They’re the bad guys to me. I’m the bad guy to them.”

I closed my eyes and tried to remember the quiet eighteen-year-old woman I’d met half a lifetime ago. How did she become this . . . badass? And, given that her career spans the entire twenty-first-century history of hacking, what could she teach me about the evolution of a tiny subculture to an ever more powerful industry, both illicit and legitimate, touching all of us today?

I asked Alien to turn off the PowerPoint. “I want to buy you a drink,” I said. “And I want you to tell me your story. But this time, I want you to start at the beginning.”



  // Part I:


Course 19



  01 / /



  Inside Out



  Cambridge, Massachusetts. August 1998.


It was a beautiful seventy-degree night in late August. At two a.m., a young woman wearing one red sneaker, one orange sneaker, jeans, and a big, baggy button-down shirt stood in front of the public computer terminal in the empty lobby of her temporary dorm. She squinted, studying the screen. “Choose your username,” it said.

Her first day at MIT—and already a test.

The default was “ETessman”—her first initial and last name. Boring, the woman thought. Like something her parents would have picked. Mom spent her days running the one-room restaurant supply store in Hoboken that the woman’s great-grandfather, a Russian Jewish immigrant, had founded in 1915. Dad had his own small accounting firm. When she was growing up, they had been so protective that they barred her and her younger sister from crossing the street alone. Once, when she double-pierced her ears without permission, they grounded her for six months. Now, at long last, she felt free to choose her own identity.

But what?

Rock music blared in an adjacent courtyard—a party put on by one of the fraternities to recruit her fellow first-years. Finish this little login ritual and she could run out and join them. After seventeen years in stifling conformist suburbia, she could finally play.

With seven stabs of the Delete key, the woman erased all but the first two letters of the suggested name. “ET,” it said now. Much cooler. She hit Enter.

“Too short.” The grayish-blue dialogue box rejected her. “Try again.”

She thought. This should be easy. Creativity was her strong suit. Harvard was just a mile and a half away, but MIT was arguably the better school—the best private research institution in the world, by many rankings. A serious place for uniquely brilliant people. Yet she had received a D in math her freshman year in high school. And because she was consistently late to school, she had a long list of unexcused absences from first-period physics. Unlike the typical MIT entrant, she wasn’t an expert or genius or prodigy in anything. Especially not anything technical.

Her admissions application essay had gotten her into this place when her grades alone couldn’t. In the essay—two thousand words when the limit was supposed to be five hundred—the young woman had described an abduction by well-meaning aliens. At the end, the aliens offered to make all human beings think and act exactly alike so there would be peace on Earth. To their surprise, the woman refused, preferring individual choice and variety, whatever the consequences. The essay was a thinly veiled plea: Get me out of suburban New Jersey. And so MIT—either by mistake or out of a wicked sense of amusement—had.

Aliens. The woman smiled. Like E.T., but even better.

Without another thought, she typed a-l-i-e-n and hit Enter.

The initial dialogue box disappeared, replaced by a second prompt to create a password.

Okay, Alien, she told herself. Welcome to MIT.
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Tie-dyeing and stilt-walking, deep-frying and drilling. Balloon animals. Tire swings. Mud-wrestling matches. DIY cannons, catapults, and trebuchets. All-you-can-watch cartoons or Star Trek episodes. All-you-can-eat burgers, Pop Tarts, or ramen. This was Rush at MIT.

Rush was the right word for it. Ten days before classes started, one thousand freshmen arrived at randomly assigned dorms on campus. Everyone knew not to get too comfortable. In a week, all but a handful would move out again, choosing different permanent housing from among MIT’s fifty-plus student-led living groups. You arrived, you chose, you moved. It was crazy, but that was MIT. Sink or swim.

Alien explored the scene all afternoon and well into the evening. The living groups competed fiercely for recruits, often via spectacular combinations of architecture, engineering, and pyrotechnics. One living group built a spinning amusement park ride from scratch in their courtyard, for example. Another made an LED dance floor. A third set off fireworks. A fourth boasted a steer roast. A fifth offered rapid passage from the top floor to the ground level of their residence via a fire pole instead of the “hassle” of an elevator or stairs.

“Want your hair dyed?” a woman at one of the student living group booths asked her.

Alien nodded emphatically.

“What color?”

“Red and blue.”

Several other freshmen picked red or blue, but not both. Over the next few hours, whenever one of them passed Alien, he or she nodded approvingly, and Alien nodded back.

Soon it was midnight. This was two hours past curfew at home, but Alien, a born night owl, had finally found her natural habitat. If she could help it, she didn’t intend to be asleep before four a.m. the entire semester. What to do now?

She took off her backpack in the student center and consulted the stack of handouts and fliers various living groups had pushed on her from their recruiting booths. There was another frat party, but that was too far. A water polo contest, but that was too cold. A “cruft”-smashing activity—“cruft” being an MIT term for old electronics—but she didn’t quite see the point.

Finally her attention turned to a slip of bright orange paper half the size of an index card, crumpled under everything else in the bottom of her bag. When Alien smoothed out the slip to read it, she found a shorter—and surely more mysterious—invitation than that in any other handout:

“Meet in the East Campus courtyard tonight at midnight for a real tour of MIT.”

It was already at least ten minutes after midnight. If she wanted to know who or what was behind this invitation, she’d have to hurry.
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Outside the student center, it was completely dark. Alien retreated briefly back indoors to find her bearings and chart a path to the East Campus courtyard on a campus map. When she pushed the door open again, gusts of wind blew up dust.

Save for a single speeding taxi, Massachusetts Avenue—the wide thoroughfare splitting the campus in half—was empty. Still, Alien looked both ways before crossing the street to the grand stairway and soaring columns of Building 7, the main entrance to MIT. Inside, she entered a lofty windowed vestibule—Lobby 7, naturally—and the start of the Infinite Corridor: a chute-like 825-foot-long hallway leading through five separate buildings.

Alien ran through it, ignoring a handful of other students she passed en route, late-night workers illuminated by weak light inside classrooms and laboratories, and the various signs and posters promoting different majors and upcoming events. Still, by the time she was outside again, it had to be closer to twelve thirty than to midnight.

Cutting hurriedly across courtyards, Alien finally found herself out of breath before the East Campus courtyard’s red metal picnic tables. It was quiet here—and seemingly empty. She was alone. Alien sat down and caught her breath, unsure whether to be disappointed or relieved. She stared past tree branches rocking in the wind to the crescent moon.

On either side of the courtyard, east and west, were wide five-story brick dormitories, each fronted by three doors. A minute after sitting down, out of the corner of her eye Alien thought she saw darting movement near an open window on the top story of the east dorm. It was too dark to tell, however, and anyway, a narrow ledge running outside the fifth-floor windows blocked a clear view from below. That’s why it startled her when two black-clad figures suddenly stepped out of the darkness in front of her.

They were a man and a woman. The guy was a skinny five six with Asian features and silver-dyed spiked hair. Alien saw a long radio antenna poking out of his back pocket. His companion was an African American woman at least four inches taller and one hundred pounds heavier. She had on neon-green safety goggles, presumably decorative, and wore her long hair back in thick braids. Despite their physical differences, both were dressed in dark pants and the same black T-shirt: JACK FLOREY’S OLD NO. 5, it said, in a design echoing a Jack Daniel’s bottle label. QUALITY MASSACHUSETTS ROOF & TUNNEL HACKERS.

“Hi,” Alien said. “Excuse me. Are you—? Do you—?”

The woman held her hand up to silence Alien, then, with a wave, bade her follow them in single file: Silver Hair, Safety Goggles, Alien.

A step behind her impromptu guides, Alien crossed the courtyard and entered the sharp-cornered triangular Building 66. They walked down stairs, turned twice in a basement, and reached a narrow passage leading several hundred feet underground out of the building and across campus. Exiting at the other end, Alien followed her hosts up a new set of stairs to the main floor of what she recognized as Building 54, MIT’s tallest structure.

On the first floor, still without a word, Silver Hair opened a classroom door and Safety Goggles all but pushed Alien inside.
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The room was your classic large lecture hall: three hundred wooden seats divided into three downward-sloping sections. Squinting a bit under the sudden illumination of fluorescent lights, Alien saw almost half the seats were already occupied by other curious, clueless freshmen. Meanwhile, twenty older students—twelve guys, eight women, all wearing the same black T-shirts—patrolled the aisles, communicating urgently about Important and Secret matters. Some even had two-way radios to talk to Silver Hair, Safety Goggles, and others outside the room. Obviously they were not to be interrupted by impertinent questions from the likes of her.

Taking a seat in the last occupied row, Alien feigned unconcern and studied a cute redheaded guy with a dimpled chin in front of her. Her very sweet high school boyfriend, Micah, was also an incoming in the Boston area, but it was time to start fresh, she felt, so she had broken things off. Convenient, because now, after what seemed an eternity, the redhead turned and noticed her smoothing her newly colored hair.

“What did I miss?” she asked him.

“I can’t tell you,” he said. “Punishment for being late.”

“I’m not late,” Alien said. “I was just doing something else more interesting.”

“Really?” His eyebrow rose at the boast. But he smiled and said, “Invite me next time.”

“What’s your name?” asked Alien.

“Cal,” he said. On the back of his own bright orange invitation, he scribbled his new username—CDaniels—so that she could email him.

“Mine’s Alien,” she told him, satisfied that he looked impressed.

The older students must have decided that Alien would be the last of their guests this evening, for they finally quieted their radios, and a big bearded guy strode to the front of the room, boosted himself atop the wide wooden lecturer’s desk, and stood to speak, casting shadows behind him on sliding blackboards that held the chalky remnants of four decades of erased physics equations.

“Greetings,” he boomed. “I’m Jack. By a remarkable coincidence, all my colleagues here tonight”—he gestured to the other organizers in black—“are also named Jack. We are here to help you understand your new home and experience certain sights that you might otherwise miss.

“This tour is not officially sanctioned by MIT. In fact”—he grinned—“you could say it doesn’t exist. If participating in something that doesn’t exist makes you uncomfortable, please feel free to leave.” He paused, looking up and down the room, as did Alien. There were murmurs, and a few of the freshmen shifted uneasily in their seats, but none took him up on the offer. And how could they? Alien thought. They were special now—part of something secret. They had to see what happened next.

“All right, then.” Jack cleared his throat. “Just because this tour doesn’t exist doesn’t mean it doesn’t have rules. Like this one.” He raised his hand. People murmured. Then they stared. Then, after maybe half a minute had passed, they shut up.

“Exactly,” Jack said. “A hand up means total silence. We are out tonight to see—not to be seen. And not being seen begins with not being heard.”

The tutorial continued for another half hour. Walk single file. Follow the footsteps of the person in front of you. If you see an obstacle en route, don’t speak, but point it out clearly to the person behind you. Don’t step on glass ceilings—they break. Don’t touch hot steam pipes—they burn. Crouch below the walls of any roof so you stay unseen. Don’t take anything. Don’t drop anything. And where they were going tonight, the freshmen should never go back to alone.

“Above all, exercise common sense,” Jack said. “We’d rather have you safe and sound on the ground, staring up, saying, ‘Oh shit, I should have gone on the roof,’ than have you up on a roof, staring down, saying, ‘Oh shit, I should have stayed on the ground.’”

The room responded with nervous laughter. Good luck with that, Alien thought. No freshman would want to be the one to chicken out and miss the adventure.

“One more thing,” Jack wrapped up. “We are not alone tonight. The men in blue suits are looking for us.” Everyone understood that he meant the CPs, or campus police. “They do not want to arrest you. They want you not to exist. Satisfy that desire. If you hear someone coming, change floors. If you can’t change floors, walk in the opposite direction. If you can’t walk in the opposite direction, don’t talk to them. If you have to talk to them, be friendly and polite. Have an excuse ready, like you’re lost, or a question to ask, like ‘Where’s the bathroom?’”

Jack’s eyes twinkled. “If we can be invisible, you should be able to be invisible,” he concluded, acknowledging his stature and the not exactly discreet appearance of many of his colleagues. “It’s amazing what you can get away with if you don’t look like you’re getting away with anything.”

The Jacks divided the room into three groups of forty, each accompanied by seven guides. Each guide had his or her own clearly defined and obviously well-rehearsed role: Head Jack to lead the group; Scout Jack to determine their route and look out for cops; Radio Jack to communicate with other groups; Tail Jack to count freshmen and make sure no one got lost; Supply Jack to carry water, snacks, and a first aid kit; and two Utility Jacks roving the line to monitor everyone and offer help or answer questions as necessary.

Silver Hair, it turned out, was the Radio Jack in Alien’s group. Safety Goggles was the Tail Jack. Alien felt lucky when it turned out that her Head Jack was the same bearded giant who had addressed the entire lecture hall. And luckier still when the freshman placed directly in front of her in the middle of the pack was Cal, her new crush.

“Stay close,” he whispered, winking.

Alien put a silencing finger to her lips and winked back.

The freshmen turned over any backpacks or bags to a separate Jack, who would deliver them to their final location. Then they were off.
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Wide-eyed and serious, looking out for blue uniforms, Alien, Cal, and their group tiptoed out of the lecture hall and back down the stairs to the Building 54 basement, where a new, longer tunnel delivered them to the basement of another building. As they climbed stairs, Alien realized that they were back at and then above the Infinite Corridor. More halls and more stairs passed in an exciting blur. Two floors up, one floor down seemed the general pattern, with much crisscrossing along the way.

At last they reached a top floor. They turned a corner and encountered a locked door. Their Scout Jack—pale and efficient, with a long nose and wispy mustache—took a small, flexible plastic card from his pocket and slid it between the door and frame until the card was wedged securely behind the latch. He jerked quickly, the latch gave, and the lock opened. Triumphant, he led them into a narrow lounge intended for custodial employees.

At one end of the lounge Alien saw a metal staircase leading straight to the roof, which Scout Jack started climbing. Head Jack stopped short, however. He raised his hand emphatically, demanding and receiving complete quiet. Then, with his other hand, he pointed to the opposite side of the room, where a young man—janitor? student? both?—sat in a cushy chair, calculator in his lap, pencil and notebook in hand, hunched over a thousand-page biology textbook.

Was that it? Alien held her breath. Were they busted? One shout and they’d be surrounded by CPs. And it seemed unlikely that they could all claim to be looking for the bathroom.

But no shout came. For the biology enthusiast was so deeply immersed in his studies that he never lifted his head from the textbook even as forty-seven sets of eyes watched him scribble out cell diagrams. After a lengthy pause, and some fervent but silent hand signals between Jacks, the entire tour group marched on, up the stairs and out onto the roof.

“Duck.” The whispered command went down the line, and the tour proceeded at a crouch. Ahead of her Alien saw the person in front of Cal point out a pipe sticking out of the ground, waiting to trip someone. Cal in turn pointed it out to Alien, and she pointed it out to the freshman behind her. Each stepped over it in turn.

A minute later they reached one of four squat pyramids overlooking Killian Court, the main campus’s central courtyard. Here Head Jack had taken Scout Jack aside and was telling him off about not having spotted the biology student. Radio Jack, meanwhile, was warning the other tours via a central relay. While this took place, one of the Utility Jacks stepped forward to regale them. He was round-faced and genial, any pedantry undercut by a slight lisp and an overgrown bowl haircut he kept blowing up out of his eyes, as if to punctuate key statements.

“Contrary to popular conception, hacking originated at MIT in the early twentieth century, long before the advent of computers,” Story Jack told them.

“The original hacks were elaborate, extremely clever student pranks—handing out colored cards at a Harvard-Yale football game to spell MIT rather than BEAT YALE when raised by eleven hundred Harvard fans, for example, or sneaking a power supply, multi-piece wooden frame, and the outer metal parts of a Chevrolet Cavalier atop the Great Dome, so it appeared that the building was mounted by a real police cruiser, complete with flashing lights and boxes of Dunkin’ Donuts.”

The freshmen laughed. The campus had two signature domes: the “Little” Dome, one hundred feet high and seventy-two feet across, atop Building 7, and the “Great” Dome, atop the engineering library, Building 10, 150 feet high and 108 feet across. Both were built on the model of the Roman Pantheon—and now, from this nearby rooftop, both were practically at eye level. New perspective notwithstanding, however, it was incredible to imagine having to sneak a car atop one of them.

“This tradition continues today,” Story Jack said. In recent years, the Great Dome had had a ringing telephone booth put on it; a sixteen-foot-square, twelve-foot-high house; and a perfectly dimensioned pink nipple, transforming it into the “Great Breast of Knowledge.” Most hacks lasted only twenty-four hours—if that—but the glory, Story Jack made clear, was eternal.

“At MIT, ‘going hacking’ still means not computer exploits but after-hours exploration—what we’re doing tonight,” he continued. “You ‘pull a hack’ when the hacking leads to something you can show off, but that’s completely optional. Just by being here, you’re hacking.”

The tour continued with a go-ahead signal from central radio command. The group descended all the way back to one of the basements below the Infinite Corridor, and then a sub-sub-basement two levels below that.

“These are the steam tunnels—or as we call it, Hell,” Head Jack told them before a squat and rusty metal door that suggested the entrance to a submarine. “You’re going to have to crouch again,” he warned. “And hold your hand up over your face as you walk.”

“Why?” a worried freshman asked.

Head Jack shrugged. “It’s a lot easier to explain a burn on your hand than a burn on your face.”

The freshman gulped but asked nothing more.

Again, Scout Jack carded the door open. Even in the middle of the line, twenty students back, Alien felt the rush of hot air the moment the lock turned. She followed Cal down a metal ladder to a dark and sweltering narrow corridor crowded on all sides with rows of burning-hot pipes. Head Jack hadn’t been joking: Jacks and freshmen alike advanced slowly with their hands up, palms out, above their foreheads, crouching so low it made their knees ache, and Alien, sweating from the neck, immediately followed suit.

They emerged after what felt like hours but couldn’t have been more than two or three minutes. Still in a basement machine area, the Jacks pointed out what they called “tombs”: empty, unused spaces, generally created when a building was renovated or extended without updating all the floor plans.

“Knock, knock,” Head Jack demonstrated, rapping his knuckles against a wall that echoed back instead of thudding, suggesting an open space behind it. Sure enough, circling the area, they found a four-by-eight-by-six-foot tomb between old staircases and a new wall. Someone had blocked the space with a thin metal grate, but Scout Jack removed this with a single pull of his pinky. Inside, the tomb even had a grounded outlet.

“How thoughtful,” Tail Jack said. “Now you know where to go and study when the library closes. Just bring your own lamp.”

The biggest tomb lay just beyond a ductwork labyrinth. Because Cal had to crouch again at the loudly humming machinery overhead and Alien didn’t, she saw the artwork before he did. “Look!” She pointed, not bothering to whisper, given the ambient racket and the excited murmurs of others around them.

Huge logos, each ten to fifteen feet high, filled two tall walls. These were not dashed-off graffiti but carefully wrought full-color murals: a smiling yellow triangular figure holding a daisy in its left hand and the sign HACKITO ERGO SUM in its right, for example, and the now familiar JACK FLOREY’S OLD NO. 5 black label, among a half-dozen others.

“These are some of MIT’s hacking communities,” Story Jack explained, naming them and the general living group they were associated with: Jack Florey—Fifth East hall on East Campus; James E. Tetazoo III—Third East hall on East Campus; Order of Random Knights—Random Hall, a multi-story dormitory west on Massachusetts Avenue; TEP—the Tau Epsilon Phi fraternity house in Boston; and so on. “Each has its own culture and approach to hacks and hacking, but we all share certain ethics and aesthetics.”

“What are those?” a freshman asked, pointing to what looked like tiny symbols scrawled across the high ceiling—a seemingly impossible feat without a ladder.

“Ninety-nine percent of hacking doesn’t have anything to do with pulling a prank,” Story Jack answered. “It’s about exploration, as I said.” The symbols, he went on, were “sign-ins”—the way one hacker tells all the others that he or she discovered or gained access to a particular site, complete with personal mark and date.

“Sign-ins aren’t graffiti because they’re small and in places so difficult to reach that ordinary people never see them,” he said. “They’re how hackers communicate among themselves and keep track of their history.” The earliest sign-in, found on the fourth floor of Building 10, he told them, dated from 1915.

“You should only sign in at a location that you’re proud to have found,” Head Jack added. “Real hackers aren’t proud of ‘discovering’ Lobby Seven.”

They walked on to a smaller tomb in which another mural, labeled HACKING ETHICS, listed these and other points of instruction: “Never drink and hack,” Alien read. “Never hack alone. . . . Know your limitations and do not exceed them.” The mural even said, “If you do get caught, accept gracefully and cooperate fully.”

But Alien didn’t want to think about getting caught. She just wanted to start exploring. Already, her mind raced with ideas for an awesome Alien-themed sign-in logo.

The group climbed stairs again, this time to the roof of Building 7. Despite hissed reminders to keep ducking single file, Alien couldn’t resist staring up briefly to take in a view of the Little Dome ahead, just a stone’s throw away, like a neighbor’s house you could stroll up to and ask to borrow sugar. The proximity was amazing—as if they were being brought to meet the moon.

Were they going to walk right to it? she wondered. Were they going to get to touch it?

Halfway there, a few yards later, Tail Jack halted them. “Watch the gap,” she said, gesturing to the right. What looked like the shortest path to the dome was actually a trick of perspective—ten feet of empty air between two separate buildings. Step into it and you would fall: tour—and life—over.
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A moment later, Alien reached the dome. “Even though this is the Little Dome, it’s actually more visible than the Great Dome because it fronts Mass Ave,” Story Jack told them. For one Halloween hack, he said, it had been covered with six thousand square feet of painted polyethylene sheeting to resemble a Kilroy head and eyes. During a subsequent summer, it had been topped with a papier-mâché snowman. One December it was decorated with electric Christmas lights and presents; another it’d had an eight-foot-tall, ten-foot-wide Hanukkah menorah. And the domes themselves were just two of a dozen popular hacking sites.

Alien and her peers were listening so attentively to Story Jack that they didn’t notice that not all the other Jacks were still behind them until the other Utility Jack, a gravel-voiced brunette, interrupted him. “Enough with the history lesson,” she said. Alien looked up. This woman and Head Jack had not only touched the Little Dome—they had ascended it. The brunette was at a lower level; Head Jack was at the very top. “Care to get some fresh air?” she said. “Anyone?”

Alien hesitated only a moment, but Cal had stepped forward before her. He pulled himself up to the landing next to the brunette. Alien followed immediately. Only after she was beside Cal, panting, did she see Tail Jack bring out a hidden ladder.

“Could have told you, guys,” she said.

Alien didn’t care. Being one of the first freshmen on the landing was exhilarating. And the curved part of the dome, she was surprised to see, had metal rungs. Between gripping these and a little determined leg shimmying, she made it to the top even before Cal.

Looking out over Massachusetts Avenue, then across the Charles River, and then out to the bright lights of the nighttime Boston skyline and beyond, Alien felt the thrill of possession. A few hours ago, all these sights, like the dome itself, had been landmarks, beautiful but inaccessible. Now, with this climb, she had made them hers.
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The tour ended at four a.m. back in the East Campus courtyard, where the Jacks told more hacking stories and served punch and doughnuts. Afterward, Cal walked Alien back to her room. He couldn’t stop talking about how cool it had all been. She agreed—and seven days later, when it was time to choose permanent housing, they both moved into Fifth East.

Alien carried her blanket, bedding, and backpack up five flights in one trip, and her suitcase and a tub of school supplies up in another. As she’d seen the night of the midnight tour, East Campus comprised two five-story buildings. Yet each of the ten halls—First East, First West, Second East, Second West, Third East, Third West, and so on—was its own independent forty-person living group with a separate, fully furnished kitchen, common area lounges, rules, and culture. Fifth East might have no more in common with Fourth East, just a floor below it, than it did with Baker House, located on the opposite side of campus.

In her immediate vicinity, the groups Alien had heard the most about during Rush were Second West, Third East, Fourth West, and Fifth East.

Second West was hands-on engineers: they built their own computers, their own stereos, and quite possibly their own desks and chairs. Third East was the home of the Tetazoo hackers, renowned for their homegrown chemistry talents, specifically with explosives. “Happy, clean-cut pyros,” an upperclassman had summarized to Alien. Fourth West was said to host legendary parties with rare and unusual drugs, like opium and 2C-B, under the indulging smile of a Cheshire cat mural. And Fifth East, of course, was where the black-clad, door-busting, dome-topping roof and tunnel hackers congregated.

Black-clad, door-busting, dome-topping—and sticky. Everything Alien touched as she settled in—bed, desk, walls, and floor—clung to her. Obviously, the Fifth East crew’s considerable powers of organization exhibited on the hacking tour did not extend to cleaning. Under her radiator was a blood-like red stain; on the ceiling above her bed was a hardened wasp’s-nest-like cluster. Cal, brave soul, tested each substance by swabbing it with his pinky and bringing the finger to his tongue.

“Kool-Aid,” he diagnosed. “And shaving cream.”

At midnight they walked together from her room to the lounge at the other end of the hall, traversing crumbling, paint-splattered carpeting that crunched lightly with cigarette butts, broken pens and pencils, used staples, and other discarded items underfoot.

Art partially excused the squalor. Fifth East was divided into three wings: Walcott, where her new room was, with one lounge; Goodale, on the opposite end, where Cal’s room was, with the other lounge and kitchen; and Bemis in the middle.

Up and down Walcott and Goodale were beautiful murals of a forest, Pink Floyd’s The Wall, Grateful Dead dancing bears, and other designs. Even some of the ceiling tiles had been colored, making bright overhead mosaics, while black lights in the Walcott lounge, Alien saw, made a mural of a fire-breathing dragon glow.

Bemis, the central wing, by contrast, was painted wall-to-wall black, with dimming red gels over its ceiling lights to complete the Stygian atmosphere for the hardest of the hardcore. Here, most particularly, the hall smelled of smoke, rotting potatoes, and failed experiments with uric acid.

A French flag hung across the door of the last room before Bemis turned into Goodale. Behind the door, Alien heard shouting at the loudest volume. “FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU! FUCK YOU!” a suite of strident male voices repeated.

Cal turned to Alien, eyebrows raised. She shrugged, smiling, took his hand and squeezed it.
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In the Goodale lounge they found several familiar faces—Radio Jack, who introduced himself as Zhu; Tail Jack, Vanessa; Story Jack, Sam; Utility Jack, Rochelle—among a half-dozen students. Those who wanted to smoked freely. And Rochelle strolled around wearing only her underwear, which Alien noticed attracted Cal’s attention. It wasn’t only buildings, she realized, that hackers wanted to explore.

Head Jack himself lumbered out of the kitchen, carrying popsicles for everyone. He and Vanessa kissed.

“This is Rex, our fearless leader,” Sam told Cal and Alien.

The lounge walls were painted red and black, one red side emblazoned with a scowling, geometric black-stenciled skull several feet high. The skull was Krotus, Sam said, the God of Fifth East.

“God?” questioned Cal.

“Well . . . malevolent deity,” said Sam. He winked at Alien before grabbing and unwrapping a popsicle. “What comes up, Krotus brings down.”
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A little after two a.m., Alien got up to stretch her legs. Loud epithets continued in the French flag room. Now, though, the door was open. Peeking inside, she realized that the “shouting” was in fact a recording playing from tall quadrophonic speakers. A shirtless, strikingly fit older student, dressed in black combat pants with lots of pockets, stood at the rear of the bedroom, his back to Alien. He had long, smooth honey-colored hair, rippling arm and back muscles, and bare feet.

Common to all rooms on Fifth East were a bookshelf, a desk, a sink, a radiator, and a twin extra-long mattress and bed frame. To this furniture Shirtless had added a futon couch and dresser. Everything—even the radiator and ceiling—was painted the same black as the Bemis hallway. He had black blankets and black sheets, too—and piles of black clothes brightened only by white briefs. Alien watched, intrigued, as the guy cracked his window and climbed outside.

Where was he going? Alien paused only a moment before walking to the window herself and sticking her head out to see.

It was quiet—calm even—in the night air. Shirtless was sitting six or seven feet to the left of the window, on the ledge facing the East Campus courtyard. With him was another guy Alien couldn’t see from her current position. Both male voices were resonant, however, discussing something to do with “the Pru”—Boston’s fifty-two-story skyscraper, the Prudential Tower.

Alien crawled out to join them, the pressure of her heartbeat increasing as the clamorous “music” behind her diminished. Shuffling through the steam tunnels or climbing the Little Dome, she’d had guides near, and other students to support her. Mess up and, at worst, she burned herself or fucked up her ankle. Slip here, she realized, and she’d drop straight down five stories to pavement. And the ledge couldn’t be wider than twenty inches.

As soon as she could, Alien crouched on the cool concrete. From this vantage, the courtyard’s red metal picnic tables looked like tiny Legos. The surrounding shrubs and bushes seemed hardly wider—or more cushioning—than a sprig of parsley. Alien clenched her jaw and focused on a lit window across the courtyard. When she next inhaled and exhaled, the breaths came a bit easier.

Little by little, she inched left.

“Hi,” Alien said when she was just a foot and a half from Shirtless.

His bicep twitched. He didn’t turn.

“Nice night,” Alien said, trying to be friendly.

Again, Shirtless ignored her. Alien scooted closer, legs dangling almost comfortably. The other guy on the ledge also had long hair, she saw now, chestnut brown and parted down the middle like in a portrait of Jesus. He wore an American flag as a skirt.

“So what’s the power output?” Shirtless asked Jesus.

“Two hundred milliwatts,” Jesus said.

“Wavelength?”

“Six hundred and fifty nanometers.”

“Range?”

“Ten miles.”

“Bullshit,” Shirtless said. “Show me the scope.”

Alien watched as Jesus lifted something that had been hidden at his side. It looked like a rifle. He passed it to Shirtless, who peered through a tiny top hole before turning and aiming the fifteen-inch-long barrel just above Alien’s head.

He handed the rifle back to Jesus. “Hit it,” he said.

Jesus shifted his body south, facing Boston. It was an exceptionally clear evening. All the way across the river, colored lights blinked brightly atop the Prudential Tower. Jesus slowly raised his rifle, pointed it at the postcard-perfect scene, and pulled the trigger.

Immediately, Alien saw, the skyscraper’s central penthouse was illuminated by a faint but enormous green laser dot.
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Shirtless stood, stepped over Alien, walked back to his window as if the ledge were a normal sidewalk, and ducked inside. Alone with Alien, Jesus had a sullen, taciturn demeanor, but he answered direct questions when asked. His name was Heston, he said. Shirtless was François—hence the French flag. Both were sophomores. Yes, he had built the rifle-mounted laser himself. And he had helped run the radios during the freshman hacking orientation tour, monitoring both Jack and police channels, so the hackers were always a step ahead.

Alien suddenly remembered the initial feeling that night of being watched while she waited in the courtyard. Maybe Heston had been sitting on this very ledge a week ago, seen her, and sent Zhu and Vanessa out to get her, she thought. Before she could ask, however, François returned, carrying a gallon jug of dark liquid. He chugged for several seconds and then passed the drink to Heston.

“I thought we’re not supposed to drink and hack,” Alien said.

Both guys laughed at her. “It’s apple cider,” François said. “I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, I don’t have sex, and I don’t compromise. Ever.”

Alien laughed back, happy at least that the older students hadn’t told her to get lost. “Can I have a sip?” she said.

François didn’t answer but passed her the jug after Heston had his fill. Alien drank. It did taste like cider. Lights turned off across the courtyard as other students went to bed.
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Alien didn’t tell Cal about meeting François and Heston. She also didn’t ask what had happened with Rochelle after she had left the lounge. When she and Cal were alone together, they were devoted to each other—that’s what mattered. That’s why the next night, they decided that it was time for them both to lose their virginity.

Cal had a double room to himself. Alien did too, which had seemed strange, given that they were freshmen, until they realized other prospective residents had probably visited the hall before signing up to live here and decided that the sticky walls, loud music, sketchy people, and general hacker scene was incompatible with graduating. They had chosen easily the most squalid housing at MIT. But almost certainly also the most liberated. The only way to be seen as a freak on Fifth East was to get up before noon.

Together, that evening, they visited the CVS in Kendall Square. Alien bought the condoms. Cal contributed a bag of miniature Hershey’s bars and a candle. Back at the hall, they split the chocolate with others in the Goodale lounge, leaving ten minutes apart just before and after one a.m. When Alien snuck into Cal’s room, he had already lit the candle and placed it on the nightstand next to the bunk bed.

They took off their clothes and sat on the top bunk together. He had cute red armpit hair. After a little kissing, it was time. Cal put on the condom and it was over so quickly Alien wasn’t sure that it had even happened. But it was sweet, and they were both happy.

“Oh, that was wonderful!” Alien said, and they snuggled up together.
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  The Coffeehouse Club


Classes started the next morning. These were essentially the same for every freshman: physics, chemistry, calculus, and something in the humanities. Spring semester would be identical, only more advanced, and with biology in place of chemistry. Then you had to choose your major.

Majors at MIT were called “courses,” as in “course of study.” Like the buildings on campus, they were identified not by name but by number. Computer science was Course 6, for example. Economics was Course 14. Nuclear engineering was Course 22. In the past, various majors had been designated Course 19, but it no longer had any official use. As an inside joke, those in the know appropriated the name to refer to hacking. And in this unofficial Course 19, almost all “instruction” took place between midnight and dawn.

“Follow us,” Sam said. He, Zhu, Rex, Vanessa, and Rochelle wore dark tees and black combat pants and carried a slim Maglite flashlight, lock-picking tools, and a Leatherman Wave. Walking casually down the Infinite Corridor among other students there after hours, they darted off in twos and threes and wove their way up and down staircases and across corridors, trailed by Alien and Cal. Fifteen minutes later, everyone had regathered in the basement machine room with the hacking group murals.

“Are you ready for your first sign-in?” Rex asked the freshmen.

They nodded solemnly. Alien fingered a Sharpie she’d put in her pocket for this very purpose.

Rochelle and Zhu kept watch while the other upperclassmen led them around the corner. Sidling through an almost invisible opening, they entered the narrow tomb with the hacking ethics mural. The walls around the mural were covered with sign-ins dating back decades. Alien studied the names and symbols, feeling part of something bigger than herself.

Hackers and MIT administrators coexisted in an uneasy relationship, she knew. Though tombs like this one weren’t exactly discreet, the Institute still allowed them—and their sign-ins—to remain. There seemed to be a kind of gentlemen’s agreement: Hackers didn’t get hurt or hurt others. They didn’t get caught. And, except for intentionally public displays, they didn’t leave any evidence behind to show non-hackers where they had been. As long as these rules were obeyed, the higher-ups let the hackers be.

Cal left his sign-in first: an L nested inside an A nested inside a C to form a nautilus. Alien admired the geometry but had chosen something looser and more free-spirited for herself, drawing a cute circle face topped by two bent antennae.

Underneath it she wrote “Alien” and the date.

“Congratulations,” Sam told her and Cal.

“Welcome to the dysfunctional family,” said Vanessa.

Rex grunted. “C’mon,” he said. “Let’s see how far you can go.”

They returned to the main room. Alien didn’t see Rochelle and Zhu, though she heard the echoes of whispered snickers.

Where were they? she wondered, searching left and right before thinking to look up.

Above them, filling three quarters of the high-ceilinged room, hung a tangle of thin red-painted water pipes and wide white-painted metal air ducts. Zhu and Rochelle stood on the duct directly over her. They waved at Alien. But how had they gotten there?

The answer came a moment later. One at a time, Rex, Vanessa, and Sam grabbed the hanging metal venting and pulled themselves up after the other veterans. In seconds, they and Zhu and Rochelle had proceeded quickly farther upward, treating the surrounding ducts like sidewalks and staircases, until they were fifteen feet above the beginners. So that’s how you do a sign-in on the ceiling, Alien realized.

“Is that load-bearing?” Cal asked skeptically of the ductwork, at least one shaft of which wobbled noticeably when Rex stepped near it.

“The edges are safe,” Sam said. “But avoid the middle.”

“Tell them about the pipes,” Zhu said.

Sam’s face reddened. “They can hold you fine,” he said, “but if they’re too hot they can also melt your shoes.”

“Wisdom of experience,” Zhu whispered, winking.

Cal pulled himself up before Alien. He offered her a hand from the top.

“She your date?” said Rochelle.

The others chuckled.

Alien glared at Rochelle; she waved Cal off. He was taller and stronger than she was, definitely, but she weighed much less. After two failed leaps, she finally got a grip with which she could wriggle up. Inelegant, maybe, but effective, she thought proudly.

The ducts led them to a ceiling passage crowded with more sign-ins. Long ago someone had
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