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BOOK TWO: 
THE COUNTDOWN
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1.

“I finally did it . . .” says a boy’s voice. “You said I could call anytime.”

Three seconds pass before I realize who it is. I look at the clock. It’s almost three a.m. This is around the time I usually go to sleep.

“Okay,” I say, I hope in what sounds like a calm, relaxed tone. “Not a word about this to anyone. Come right now. Take a taxi. I’ll pay. Ask the driver to leave you by the fountain. You won’t get through the gate without me.”

“Okay,” he says, and the line goes dead.

I don’t tell him that if he does try the gate, he’ll be shot. He probably knows that.

My heart beats wildly in my chest.

Everyone said there was a secret level in the game. And I mean everyone.

Everyone was talking about Kepler62 before the game even came out. The Web was full of wild rumors and speculation. And social media. And the newspapers. And TV. And the radio.
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Of course, most of it was just hype. But still. “Be part of the story” was the slogan. But what was the story?

Anyone able to think two things at the same time knows that the government lies. Seriously: Who would trust a government that begins and ends every message with the phrase “The government is our friend”?

People who trust that have one-idea brains. And dearly hope that the government is our friend. And can’t stand the idea that maybe it isn’t after all.

I’ve always suffered from thinking too many things at once. I don’t believe that the government is our friend. I don’t have any real friends. Not one. That’s why I’m free to do what I like. I don’t care about anyone.
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But all the Kepler62 nonsense aroused my curiosity. For once there was something I couldn’t get my hands on first. Something with a challenge.

The game wasn’t only a media sensation.

All my supposed friends were also talking about it. Along with all my enemies, who are not few in number. Even my gym teacher mentioned it. Finally, something is happening that I can’t find an answer for on Wikipedia, or that I can’t solve by cheating or buying the solution.

I have to play Kepler62. Through to the end. According to the rumors, something amazing will happen then. But no one knows what. I just had to wait until the game was released.

The newspapers, the Internet, social media, and television are full of news about a great space expedition, a new chance for the human race. There’s a brass band and flags flying and candy for all the good girls and boys. Who cares? Not me. The whole thing is just a government propaganda exercise.

The government is afraid that people will lose their faith in a better future. And we need help.
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No one around me talks about it, but for a long time I’ve wondered whether our world is headed for annihilation. There are too many of us, the climate is too messed up, people fight too much, and

bacterium have become too resistant. You could say the mood isn’t the best.

I don’t personally like playing games, and I’m not a details person. But at the end of Kepler62, there was a dagger no one could figure out a use for other than scraping at the last wooden door that appeared at the end.

Playing the game was cheap, and you didn’t have to buy add-ons or anything to get to the next level. Only the final stage required logging in to the Web. The game was so hard it made people go crazy with frustration, and I liked that.

The rumors were true. There was something behind the door that led to the hundredth level. A secret. Some South Korean boy had solved it. And a Finnish boy, and a Canadian girl. Along with a few others. The users wouldn’t reveal anything, but I’d seen pictures of them in advertisements wearing some sort of uniform. There was a picture of each one with the Kepler62 logo. “We found the solution. It was irritatingly easy,” the pictures said.

And by the way, it isn’t true that you can’t buy the solution. Of course it can be bought, just like everything else. Like friends, a boyfriend, or any small, poor country. You can buy whatever you can afford. A beep tells me I’ve received a text message:


We’ll be at the fountain soon.

Are you coming out or what?




2.

My fingers go to the heart pendant around my neck, a memento from my mother. I always do that when I’m nervous. But I can’t bring myself to look at the picture inside very often.

I put on my mother’s old red coat, which I haven’t been able to throw away.
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Outside it’s raining big, cold, wet droplets, and I take care not to slip on the steps, which are made of bone-white Carrara marble. The price of the marble and shipping was at least half a million dollars. Then I walk to the gigantic water-pistol fountain designed by the billionaire artist Jeff Koons at my father’s request.

The taxi driver looks like he’d like to file a child welfare report. The only children who go out at night are the machinelike neuro-tuned ones.

If it’s possible, Halfman-halfbiscuit05 looks even more pale, stressed, and scattered than usual.

I say nothing until the driver has rolled up his window and driven away.

I paid three computer nerds to stand in line outside a store all night the day before the game was released. Downloading it wasn’t an option. I’d assigned each to buy ten copies, because I’d heard that if you died too many times, it locked up and wouldn’t let you finish. Next, I paid them to play, for finishing all the early levels and getting to the final one. I ordered them to continue day and night.

The whole operation went much more slowly than I’d expected.

And they were top players with no other life. In that way, we’re alike. They don’t even have names anyone remembers. Their aliases have become their only identification. They don’t go outside and are my friends, but only because I pay them.

Halfman-halfbiscuit05 has long, greasy hair. He’s dressed in an enormous raincoat and looks like a character from an action movie. Along with the raincoat, he has on old army pants, scuffed combat boots, and a T-shirt that says Bazinga! Of all the players on my payroll, only he succeeded in passing the final level. I knew he would.
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