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For AK


AUTHOR’S NOTE ON THE 15-YEAR ANNIVERSARY EDITION

I  first  started  writing  this  book  in  2004.  That  was  three  years before the release of the first iPhone, two years before Twitter launched.  Social  media  and  surveillance  technology  wasn’t  as pervasive  then  as  I’d  described  it  in  this  story.  At  the  time,  I thought I was being clever by observing trends and exaggerating for  satirical  purposes  how  technology  might  alter  our relationships with each other… now, I don’t know what to think. 

Our  present  social  lives  are  so  hypermediated  that  the descriptions  of  “online  drama”  in  the  book  sometimes  feel quaint.  It’s  hard  to  remember  what  day-to-day  life  was  like before the ubiquity of those technologies—and a lot of us were there! It’s not even that long ago! I figured the re-release of this edition, fifteen years after publication, could be like opening a time capsule. But since I’d set the story in “the near-future”, it’s a stranger experience than I thought it would be. 

While  drafting  this  book,  I  was  in  my  mid-twenties  and deeply involved in a rapidly changing “street art scene”. Posters and stickers. Graffiti and billboard liberation. No one knew if we should be called artists or vandals; I think a lot of us thought of ourselves as both and neither. Little by little, then seemingly all at  once,  underground  artists  started  partnering  with  shoe brands  and  clothing  labels.  The  aesthetics  of  street  art  were suddenly big business, and there was competition to get gallery shows and appeal to art collectors. Very few of these guys (they were predominantly men, yes) ever saw this commodification of their art as “selling out”, that there was anything to be lost from allowing  one’s  form  of  self-expression  to  become  a  decorative addition to a commercial logo. 

Witnessing the shift, I thought of the people even younger than  I  was  who  would  be  growing  up  in  a  world  where  there wasn’t  even  a  counterculture  pushing  back  against  these mainstream ideas of what “success” looks like. Just a pervasive culture  grooming  kids  to  be  young  entrepreneurs  who  could monetize their personal brand. I thought up Kid as a character who’d most likely fare the absolute worst in this clamoring-for-attention world, and who might also be the best hope to help people hear past the noise. 

The book sold in 2008, very quickly and for a lot of money—a  “very  nice  deal”  in  Publishers  Marketplace  language,  a dizzying amount for a freelance artist from a lower middle class background  like  me.  I  did  some  extensive  revisions  with  the publisher before its official release in late 2010. I found myself in a similar situation to the main character, thrust into a spotlight I’d never sought and didn’t much respect. I remember making the conscious decision to say “yes” to everything suggested to me, just to see what happened. I understood how much control I’d given over by signing the publishing deal. It said it right there in  the  full-sized  print  in  paragraph  4(a):  “The  Publisher  shall publish each Work in such style and manner as the Publisher deems appropriate.” So I had to make a game of it, and just go along with the meta-ness of it all, where the agent was the cool hunter and the publisher was the brand that “tagged” me. 

I hadn’t read the book since it came out, until just now, as I  am  preparing  its  15-year  anniversary  re-release.  It  was  a surreal experience, and my determination to keep it as is—like a time capsule—wavered slightly when I realized that scenes I remembered from earlier versions apparently hadn’t made the cut in that wild flurry of revisions before publication. 

I’d meant for the emotional core of the story to be about a fraying  friendship—kids  drifting  apart  and  finding  their  new crews. A natural part of growing up and figuring out who they want  to  be  in  relationship  to  the  world  around  them,  made worse by the artificial interference of hyper-commercial media messaging that preys on adolescent anxieties about not fitting in. That kind of got moved to a subplot as I was encouraged to include some of the tropes in YA literature at the time. A thin love triangle, a high-stakes whodunnit mystery. It bothers me that market concerns on that meta level overshadowed what I’d intended for the story, and those kids. I thought I’d done a better job of keeping their relationships in the center, but I guess I’d lost that game. I made changes in this edition to rebalance the focus, and I’m so happy to be able to present this story to readers as I’d always intended for them to see it. 

Since its first publication, readers had contacted me to send links  to  news  stories  with  the  comment  “just  like  The Unidentified!”  The  Metreon  mall  in  San  Francisco,  once  a flagship  for  a  proposed  chain  of  Sony  “urban  entertainment centers” and one of the inspirations for The Game setting, had been sold to a mall developer a year after the book came out. All the  stores  closed  down,  and  on  my  next  visit,  I  walked  the vacated corridors of the ghost mall. Someone sent me a story about a dead shopping mall being converted to a school in, like, 2014—and I just saw an even more recent story (2021) of a high school in Vermont opening inside a former Macy’s department store.  Also,  Austin  Community  College  in  Texas  used  to  be Highland Mall. 

I’d read news stories about groups of teens collectively using one  social  media  account  log-in  to  undermine  the  “for  you” algorithm,  about  the  various  ways  kids  were  asserting  their rights  to  privacy  when  parents  and  social  media  companies decided they had none. Then, of course, we all witnessed the rise of  the  influencer  and  the  overinflation  of  the  attention economy… watching the bubble swell, wincing as it grows thin, and  always  seems  about  to  burst.  A  young  friend  who  I’ve known since she was born, now 17, gets contacted by musicians and companies to play new tracks or feature specific products to her  13000  TikTok  followers.  Her  most  viewed  post  is  a  12-second pan of her bedroom while she and her friends crowd in front of a mirror, getting ready to go out. A song someone paid her 50 bucks to play nearly inaudible in the background. 

Commercial  brands  exploiting  young  people’s  clout  and creativity to sell their products was supposed to be a “what if?” dystopian future. It’s fun to write speculative science fiction, not always as amusing to see your cautionary tales come to pass in real time. 

I can’t imagine what it would feel like to encounter this story for the first time right now over fifteen years after its conception. Maybe it sucks? Made irrelevant with time? But I’m happy to be able to bring The Unidentified back, redesigned, and despite all its imperfections, allow readers a brief return to a spaciously claustrophobic  artificial  environment  that  promises  young people  everything  they  might  ever  want  except  for  true connection,  where  every  young  character  in  this  book  finds their own creative ways to revolt against the world adults have trapped them in. 

I don’t feel a lot of anxiety about how so much has changed in such a relatively short time. I find it hopeful. If everything can change that quickly, that means our collective efforts can change  things  again.  In  any  direction.  There  is  nothing inevitable  about  a  dystopian  future,  nothing  enduring  about our dystopian present. 

-rae


X - PRESS <START> 

If reality TV cameras were installed in my high school, they would be focused directly on the Pit. That’s where all the drama plays out. 

Or wait, they’ve probably got cameras there already. All the security cameras from when the building was a mall, before it got converted into a school, before it became a site for the Game. 

Everyone knows we are being watched. It’s not even something to be paranoid about. It’s a fact. 

What I mean is, everybody acts like they’re on TV. Like we’re stars in our own private dramas. We’ll be talking to a friend and then all of a sudden, we’re  aware of… I don’t know, being public. 

We start to say our lines too loud, waiting for the audience to laugh. Not for our friend to laugh, just… The world. The world is watching, somehow. And we want to entertain them. We want to be smart and funny. Clever, witty, loved. 

We want to know someone cares. 

We  know  the  sponsors  care.  They  invest  in  the  schools because they care about what we wear, what we listen to, what we watch—and what we’re saying about what we wear, listen to and  watch.  The  cameras  aren’t  there  for  surveillance,  they’re there for market research. 

The  world  is  a  giant  squinty  eye,  peeking  in  through  the skylight, spying. 

Does that creep us out? No. We like the attention. 


1 - CHOICES

We couldn’t agree on what to play. Mikey, me and Ari. As always, the hi-def screens lining the Pit were flashing advertisements for classes, hyping workshops on the different floors, trying to get kids to log on to the sponsors’ featured activities for the day. 

Mikey  stared  over  my  head,  his  attention  glued  to  the nearest  screen.  They  were  showing  highlights  from  the  Robot Combat  Arena  up  in  the  DIY  Depot  on  the  fourth  floor. 

Cinematic sparks flickered on the screen as scrap metal robots engineered  by  kids  here  in  school  slammed  into  each  other. 

Bam bam bam. Each machine trying to flip, stall, or destroy the others. 

The  tinny  sound  of  gears  shrieking  and  crunching-metal groans  escaped  from  the  speakers.  The  noise  mixed  with  the already impressive decibels of laughter and chatter rumbling in the Pit. 

Someone  tried  to  squeeze  past  my  chair  and  her  loaded backpack whacked me in the back of the head. 

“Hey, watch it,” I said, turning to glare at the violator of my personal space. 

The tiny girl looked up from her inTouch®. She mumbled a kind of apology that got lost in the noise and ran to catch up with someone. 

She  was  obviously  new  to  The  Game,  maybe  just  started playing Level 13. First off, she wore a backpack. That like shouts, I’m  new  and  have  no  clue.  Another  few  months  and  she’ll  be trading it in for a designer handbag, just to survive. 

“Oh my god. Did you see who that was?” Ari gasped, then pushed me to the side to gawk at her. Subtlety was not my best friend’s  strongest  skill.  “That  was  Palmer  Phillips’  little  sister.” 

Ari turned her attention back to her notebook® and I resumed my previous posture, leaning back in my chair, no longer at risk of obstructing her view. She typed as she went on, “You’d think that since her brother’s the spokesman of Generation Triple-A she’d have a little more… I don’t know, sense? Look at her.” 

The  little  sister  of  the  most  popular  guy  in  school  was wearing  a  pink  hoodie  polka-dotted  with  cartoon  ponies  and brown pants cut-off at the knee. Her hair was pulled back into a classic prepubescent hairstyle, the messy ponytail. I’d never had guessed she was related to Palmer, “a metrosexual masterpiece,” as Ari liked to say. Except maybe the eyes, they had the same almost-amber eyes. 

“What’s her name?” I asked Ari. 

“Who?”  she  said,  clicking  through  something  on  her notebook®. The sound of it was mesmerizing, like the tick tick tick of wolf claws on a tiled floor…

“Palmer Phillips’ little sister.” 

“Oh…” she turned away from her screen, her eyes taking a moment to focus on my face. “Lexie. I think.” She glanced back at the girl. “It’s so weird to think we were ever that clueless.” 

“Yeah,” I said, agreeing with Ari, even though I didn’t. 

The social rules of the Game were still as baffling to me as when  we  were  thirteen  and  just  started  playing,  but  Ari  had been making skilled moves to consistently level up since then. 

I’ve just been holding on tight, along for the ride. 

Lexie was talking to a bore-core girl slouched in a chair a few  tables  away  who  didn’t  seem  interested  in  following  the school’s prevailing fashion advice either. 

This other girl was about my age—probably playing Level 15 and  old  enough  to  know  better.  Her  shaved  eyebrows  were painted like exclamation points above her not-amused eyes. It was  definitely  a  look  designed  to  make  you  look…  away.  She was wearing an oversized grey cabled sweater and maxi skirt.  I wouldn’t comment on her body shape, but Ari might less-than-tactfully  mention  that  she  might  be  on  the  wrong  side  of  her ideal body weight. 

I couldn’t imagine what someone like Lexie Phillips would have to say to someone like her. 

“Hey!  Look  at  this!”  Ari  said  turning  her  notebook®  so  I could read the screen. 

My eyes flitted over the text. It was an article on confidence-building  make-up  tips.  The  girl  in  the  photo  looked  like someone  painted  an  intricate  masquerade  mask  around  her eyes. “News to me that totally obscuring your face like a cartoon bandit is the go-to technique to look self-assured.” 

Ari ignored me and had already spilled the contents of her bag out onto the white tabletop, looking for something, trying to get me interested in a grab new cosmetics brand. 

“This  new  kohl-colored  eyeliner  would  look  amazing  with your skin tone,” she said holding up a stubby pencil. 

I was doubtful. 

“Come on, Kid. This will give your face some definition. You know, make you look  significant.” 

She squinted at my face, pushed my hair back, touched my cheek. I tried to enjoy the affectionate gestures and ignore the critical look she was giving me. I felt her peering into my pores, scrutinizing  the  texture  of  my  skin.  She  gazed  at  the  mottled brown  pigments  where  my  freckles  clumped  together  like  my cheeks were a Magic Eye poster and she could see some hidden shape deep inside. 

Her eyes scanned over my forehead and eyebrows, the areas around my eyes, but never looking into them. It made me feel way insecure. 

I hoped Mikey would come to my rescue, but he was still watching the screens, staring at the violent machines. 

I  sighed  and  gave  in  to  Ari’s  makeover  madness.  She squealed  and  dragged  the  liner  across  my  lower  lash  line.  My eyes started to water. 

Ari set the built-in camera of her notebook® to the mirror function and turned it toward me when she was finished. A girl I  barely  recognized  blinked  back  at  me  from  the  screen.  The eyeliner kind of made it look like I got punched in the face two days  ago.  If  that  was  supposed  to  make  me  feel  confident,  it, um… wasn’t working. 

Mikey glanced away from the monitor during the break in commercials, and caught my eye. Not that he could’ve missed it. 

I felt uncomfortably conspicuous. 

“Nice,”  Mikey  said  and  reached  over  to  grab  Ari’s  eyeliner. 

“Do me! I want to look like a sad zombie clown, too.” 

“No way. I’m not wasting any product on you.” 

Mikey  tried  different  tactical  maneuvers  to  wrestle  the pencil  out  of  her  hand,  but  Ari  was  tenacious  like  a  pit  bull puppy. He couldn’t break her grip. 

I covertly smudged the stuff off my eyes and noticed that the bore-core chick with the eyebrows was sitting alone at her table again, watching the crowd in the Pit with calculated disinterest. 

Her  gaze  wandered  over  to  Ari  and  Mikey’s  wrestling  match, stopped for a moment on me before she slumped back in her seat  and  made  a  big  display  of  developing  “the  yawn”  into  a lifestyle accessory. 

Ari finally let Mikey have the pencil and saw me watching the anti-scenester girl. 

“Someone should tell her apathy went out of style back when our moms were still popping pimples,” Ari said, then she stood up. “You want me to tell her?” 

I grabbed her arm. “No wait,” I glanced at the girl-in-grey again. “Maybe boredom is retro?” 

Both Ari and Mikey laughed at me. 

“Listen,” Ari said. “Jaye told me the whole sulky subculture thing is so over. So over. It’s easy to be a mopey loser, but playing to win takes style. Want to see my victory dance?” 

She  made  a  motion  like  flicking  open  a  cigarette  lighter. Extending first one thumb, then the other, until she was sitting there  grinning  with  a  two-thumbs  up  gesture.  She  called  this move “uncorking the champagne”. 

I groaned. “Don’t. Ari, please.” 

Ari  started  humming  triumphantly  out  of  tune  and  did  a jerky dance in her seat, waving her thumbs around. She did an unconvincing  robot  dance,  then  tossed  in  some  weird,  wiggly snake-charmer kind of moves. 

“Yeah, I don’t need to see this,” Mikey said getting to his feet. 

“I’ll be in the Park. Call me when the show’s over, Kid.” 

“OK. Don’t forget to sign us up for Studio time.” 

Mikey  nodded  and  walked  away.  He  didn’t  have  much patience lately for Ari’s near-constant need for attention and ego stroking. 

I waved to his back as he left us. 

Ari  continued  with  her  dork-bot  dance  moves,  unfazed.  I tried to ignore her, but it was impossible. 

“OK. You win!” I laughed and did a few dorky dance moves to make her happy. 

I  loved  silly  Ari.  Her  new  Craftster  friends  called  her “kawaii”.  You  know,  comic  cute,  all  animated  and  exaggerated. 

I’m not sure if that’s cultural appropriation or not, but I  do know that  the  Ari  I  know  is  simply   a  dork.  Ari  pinky-swears  to  the world  that  she  spent  the  first  two  years  in  the  Game  sporting geek chic fashion, but for that to be true you’d have to drop the “chic”. Ari had been a no-win nerd, and in moments like these I could still see that the geek queen reigned supreme. 

Ari toppled her bubble tea with an overly enthusiastic elbow. 

“Ah,  dammit,”  she  muttered,  tipping  her  cup  right  side  up. 

All the tiny tapioca balls settled back to the bottom. Little pools of  orange  neon  speckled  the  table  where  the  milky  tea  had splooged  out  of  the  straw.  A  puddle  of  the  stuff  inched menacingly towards Ari’s notebook®. 

“My stuff!” She nearly started hyperventilating. “It’s getting all sticky!” 

“Hey,  don’t  freak  out.”  I  said,  rescuing  her  notebook®  from the goo. 

I grabbed a bunch of napkins and helped her wipe off her inTouch®, makeup collection, and a bunch of retro Hello Kitty® shit before putting it all back in her bag. 

“What are these?” I shook a Pediafix® prescription pill bottle that  I’d  recently  de-gunkified.  Its  contents  rattled  a  pleasant rhythm. 

“Vitamins,” she said sarcastically, and put them back in her bag. 

She tossed the wadded up napkin towards the trashcan. It followed a tragically parabolic path to the floor, coming to rest nowhere near its target. 

“Nice shot. All the sporty footwear cool hunters are totally going to be swarming you with skills like that.” 

Ari laughed, a little too loudly. “Shut up,” she said and quick-sipped  her  bubble  tea.  She  swallowed,  then  slapped  the  table with her hand, looking at me, eyes wide. “Hey! Did I tell you I started  kick-boxing?”  She  leaned  back  in  her  chair  again.  “I started kick-boxing. It’s so effing zen.” 

I stared at her stumpy fingernails while she played with that fat  straw.  She  just  got  her  nails  done.  They  were  painted  with photo-repros of this season’s top 10 Idol® contestants. As they got  voted  off  the  show,  they  got  painted  over  on  Ari’s  nails. 

Lucky for me because I didn’t follow the show, but I could just glance at Ari’s fingertips and know what everyone was talking about. 

“Kid?  Did  you  hear  me?”  Ari  said,  kind  of  annoyed  that  I wasn’t  hanging  on  her  every  word.  “I   said,  you’d  be  surprised how much pep you get knowing you can break someone’s knees, just like—” She started kicking my legs under the table. 

We’re best friends and I had the bruises to prove it. 

I pulled my legs up onto the chair, where Ari couldn’t reach them,  but  she  had  already  lost  interest.  She  was  watching  a group of girls make their way across the Pit. The crowd shifted slightly to welcome them into their midst. Everyone knew who these girls were. They were Fashion Fascists. These girls were the sponsors’  darlings.  They  were  all  on  the  It  List,  every  one  of them branded. 

The  Fashion  Fascists  made  their  way  through  the  crowd announcing clique critiques in whispers meant to be heard. Eva Bloom, the dainty dictator herself, walked with them, not saying a  word.  Her  disinterest  in  other  people  was  generally  more devastating than her insults. 

“Palmer Phillips is just all credit. So hot,” Quelly Atkins said above the clicking of the herd’s high heels. The others cashed in their agreement. 

“I  can’t  believe  he’s  going  out  with  that  Craftster  flooze Roksana Wronski.” 

“Only because she won that FreshFlash photo contest. After that promo thing she did, they  had to brand her.” Quelly said examining the ends of her cinnamon red hair. 

“You  mean  that   porno  thing,”  Echo  Peterson  snarked  from behind her blunt-cut bangs. 

Their cutting laughter seemed to carry over to our table on a  powdery  cloud  of  girl-smell,  a  mix  of  fruity  and  vanilla-perfumed magazines. 

I  watched  Ari  to  see  how  she’d  react  to  the  Fascists speaking  smut  about  her  friend  Rocket.  She  behaved  pretty much  as  expected,  picking  up  her  inTouch®  and  fanning  the clique flame wars. 

@aria→@rocket: echo just called you a flooze

“I don’t even think they’re really going out,” Quelly went on. “It’s  probably  in  Palmer’s  terms-and-conditions  as  chairperson that he has to  make friends with the newly branded.” 

“Whatever.  Fame  is  a  fickle…  um…  something,”  Echo Peterson  said  looking  at  the  designer  shoes  her  sponsors had hooked her up with. “Palmer needs to drop her. Hard.” 

“Yeah, on her face. Like Cayenne,” Quelly said laughing. 

“Who?” Eva said coldly, her one syllable completely voiding the poor girl’s existence. 

The  giggling  group  of  Fashion  Fascists  marched  past.  Ari watched them go. 

“Choke. Gag. Retch,” she said in a sardonic staccato. “Those little  Hitlers  are  going  to  stink  up  the  Sweatshop  with  that poison.” She pinched her nose and continued in a nasally whine, “They should get charged, like, emissions credits or something.” 

She  read  her  inTouch®  and  laughed.  “Rocket’s  so  pissed  about what they just said. She’s up on the fourth floor and about to pollute their moisturizer supplies… Hey, are you listening to me?” 

I wasn’t listening to her. I was watching a bird land on the planter  by  the  trashcan.  It  dive-bombed  this  other  bird,  then fluttered back up into the “trees” in the Pit. I tried to tap out the rhythm of its wing beats on the table top. 

It gave me an idea for a new song. 

It’s  weird  that  the  starlings  were  in  the  Game  at  all.  They were  an  uncontrollable  element  in  an  otherwise  carefully designed environment. The blackbird scavengers grew fat and sassy on the food remains of hundreds of sloppy teenagers and there was nothing the administrators could do about it. Those cute  and  ruthless  little  bastards  perched  on  tables  and  stared, defiant and unblinking. 

I watched the birds fly up to the skylight, but lost them in the glare. The sky outside was white. Blank screen boring. 

Up  on  the  fifth  floor,  I  saw  two  or  three  people  fooling around  by  the  railings.  The  figures  moved  like  silhouettes against the featureless white sky, like shadow puppets dancing. 

Or wrestling. Or…

The  hairs  on  my  arm  electric-tingled.  One  of  the  puppets, one of the people, fell. 

I held my breath, all the noise in the Pit stopped. This was not happening. 

Someone  had  pushed  a  body  over  the  edge.  And  it  was falling. 

Ari  didn’t  see  it,  her  attention  was  back  on  her  notebook® mirror. She was making faces at the screen, fixing her lip-gloss and stuff. 

The  body  landed  with  a  dull  thud  maybe  ten  feet  away from us. 

Thick  red  goop  splattered  when  the  body  hit  the  ground, graphic horror film style. A girl screamed and people stood up on chairs to get a better look. 

Where the head should’ve been, there was just a red splatter mark, like a burst water balloon. A sign taped to the back of the dummy’s sweater read: 

UNIDENTIFIED. CHOOSE YOUR SUICIDE. 

I  turned  away,  but  Ari  didn’t  react.  She  just  stared  at  the figure lying face down on the ground. 

A piece of the burst balloon face rested by my sneaker toe. 

The two tiny dots for eyes and the straight, expressionless line of the mouth were drawn on with black ink sharpie. Shriveled up on the floor, it looked desperate and defeated. I picked it up. 

Ari checked her clothes for stains. Drops of splatter glistened on her chin. “What do you think they’re selling?” she asked. 


2 - YOU ARE HERE

Rumors and buzz rippled through the crowd as if the body had been a pebble thrown into a pool of water. 

Kids  were  inching  their  way  up  to  the  dummy  body, snapping pictures of the aftermath, then leaving. 

Until the disturbance faded away into nothing. 

Ari was sure that it was a school-sponsored publicity stunt. 

She was only interested in it long enough to register that it was a  bad  publicity  stunt,  because  she  didn’t  know  what  she  was supposed to buy. 

“Fail,” she announced in a jaded voice, looking around to see if anyone was interested in her opinion. 

But  I  wasn’t  sure.  There  was  something  raw  and  clumsy about the spectacle that corporations just didn’t know how to imitate. 

I guess I wanted to know what they were selling as much as everyone else… but I also wanted to know who  they were. 

Ari  hunched  over  her  inTouch®.  Her  rapid  thumb movements pounded out a text-message, probably to one of the Craftsters. She snorted back laughter, then pressed Send. 

My inTouch® buzzed when she uploaded since I was subscribed to her stream. She had written:

@aria→@rocket: i think i know who took your dress form

“You  think   that’s  Rocket’s  dress  form?”  I  asked,  taking  a closer look at the lifeless body. 

Ari looked up. “What? No.” She glanced again at the dummy corpse. “No way. That’s not even close to her measurements. All the  Craftsters  made  mannequins  with  our  individual  body shapes,  and  someone  took  Rocket’s  last  week  from  her  work station. I bet Quelly took it.” 

Ari  went  on  to  explain  some  ongoing  Sweatshop  drama.  I was disappointed that she thought a misplaced mannequin was a more interesting whodunit than a body dropped from the fifth floor. 

“Besides,”  Ari  said.  “You  shouldn’t  comment  on  people’s private conversations, Kid. It’s rude.” 

“Right. Sorry,” I mumbled. 

“And  it  just  leads  to  misunderstandings,  which  can  cause unnecessary emotional trauma, and result in mental anguish…” her voice trailed off as she checked her inTouch®. I didn’t know what Rocket replied since I wasn’t on her stream, but Ari said, “Hey, I need to go up to four. You coming?” 

“No,” I said, still looking at the dummy corpse. “No, I have a meeting with Winterson. But you’re coming to the Studio later, right?” 

Ari did that thing she does when she’s kind of annoyed. She shakes the hair out her eyes really fast, sighs dramatically, and does  a  kind  of  half-shrug  sending  her  bracelets  hula-hooping into irritated little orbits around her wrists. 

“I guess.” 

I took one last look at the body. At the shape of the splatter-mark, kind of bird-wing shaped. Then left The Pit, cut across the Culture Shock food court, over toward the Copy Center where Carol Winterson had her office. 

I felt ridiculously sorry for it, the dummy. That no one cared that  it  ended  its  life  for  some  unknowable  reason,  and  now  it was just lying there waiting for the clean-up crew to mop up its goo. Then I had to remind myself that it was fake. 

Not real. 

I  loitered  outside  my  advisor’s  office  door,  waiting  for  the light to turn green on the keypad. I could see her inside through the glass, finishing up a call, I guess. 

There was one of those oversized maps in front of the Copy Center, leftover from when the building used to be a five-story mall, now made into a kind of kitschy architectural feature. A historical  monument  to  the  school’s  commercial  legacy,  now detailing all the defunct storefronts presently refurbished into hands-on classrooms:

First Floor – Social Arts & Communication 

Second floor – Math Division 

Third Floor – Pure Science 

Fourth Floor – Content Creation 

Fifth Floor – Media Literacy

A big white dot saying “YOU ARE HERE” was printed right where I  was  standing  on  the  First  floor,  like  the  map  was  bragging about its ability to predict my location when our whereabouts were  constantly  tracked  by  our  inTouches®,  and  our  hours logged at each room in the Game. The time we spent learning was all scored and stored in some big server room somewhere. 

The Game started when the government admitted they had zero  funding  for  education  and  the  sponsors  swooped  in  to invest in “the future”. They set up Game locations all over the nation,  like  chain  stores,  to  guarantee  that  the  quality  of education would be consistent at all sites. This new system was good for the government, good for the economy, good for the students. A win-win-win situation, as they said in the marketing literature. 

The  lock  on  the  office  door  turned  green  and  I  looked  in through the window to see Winterson waving me in. She still had the phone cradled between her shoulder and ear while she was  trying  to  type  something.  The  sponsors  didn’t  bother hooking up the counselors and educators with their latest tech swag. They saved all the best toys for the kids. 

I blipped my card on the lock and went inside. 

She  gave  the  phone  a  pestered  gesture  and  pointed  to  the chair. She mouthed,  I’ll  be  with  you  in  a  sec. Then turned her back to me. 

Carol  Winterson  was  forty-mumble  years  old,  but  kind  of new to the Game. I heard she had worked as an English teacher in one of the last unaffiliated schools, but took the position here because she wanted to be where the students needed her most. 

Which didn’t make any sense. The Game gave us everything we wanted. It was  designed to do that. 

I rubbed my thumb against my inTouch®, felt it purring in my  pocket  with  news.  I  ached  to  pick  it  up  and  check  the updates, but Winterson asked students to keep them off in her office. 

I  watched  her  fumble  around  with  her  janky  technology, grey  hairs  streaking  through  her  frizzy  dark  hair  like  rocket trails  in  the  night  sky.  She  was  clueless,  but  it  could’ve  been worse. I could’ve been stuck with someone semi-savvy. One of those advisors who weren’t much more than failed cool hunters, roaming around the school with their hip hairstyles that were grab  like  maybe  six  months  ago.  Someone  like  Ari’s  advisor, Jaye,  who  was  more  interested  in  hearing  about  self-esteem issues, and asking leading questions on how we felt about the sponsors  and  school  policies,  than  providing  educational guidance. 

I  tried  to  listen  in  on  Winterson’s  phone  conversation. 

Whoever she was talking to, it sounded like they were talking about  me.  Or  I  could  just  be  a  paranoid  egomaniac,  I  don’t know.  But  the  talk  was  overly  cryptic,  a  lot  of   mmhmms  and glancing  my  way.  The  shadows  in  the  corners  of  her  mouth meant Winterson was pissed and bad at hiding it. She hung up, painfully civilized. 

“Sorry about that, Katey. Let’s see now,” she squinted at her screen. “How’s things?” 

“Fine, I guess.” 

I dug around in the bowl of corporate candies Winterson kept  on  her  desk,  trying  to  find  something  not  gross.  She turned  slightly  to  peer  over  her  shoulder  at  the  surveillance camera behind her before focusing on the screen again. 

“Your scores are looking good,” she said. “You’re riding high on the bell curve.” 

“Yay.  I’m  average,”  I  said  and  waved  the  cherry-flavored lollipop in sarcastic celebration. 

Winterson’s lips tightened into a sympathetic smile. 

I looked down and wrestled with the candy wrapper. No matter  how  much  time  I  dedicated  to  playing  the  Game,  it didn’t feel like I was the kind of person who was ever going to get any high scores. 

“I  see  you  got  time  bonuses  on  six  of  your  last  ten  PLAY missions,”  she  said.  I  know  she  was  trying  to  be  encouraging, but it made me feel like a bigger loser. 

“Yeah, I’ve been trying to solve the clues fast to get the extra score. To save up score credit for completion prizes or whatever.” 

“Is there a particular prize you have your eye on?” 

The  sponsors  donated  products  to  an  end-of-year  auction where  the  players  with  the  highest  scores  could  cash  in  their points for prizes after they completed their 17th and final level of the Game. I was still only on Level 15, but all the score adds up, so if I kept performing at this degree of dazzling mediocrity I  would  probably  be  able  to  afford  like  a  “thanks  for  playing” button or something. 

“My mom is hoping I can get enough points for the free ride scholarship.”  It  was  a  bundled  package  with  prizes  from restaurant and real estate sponsors for everything I’d need for living a whole year in the city after I left the Game. “But I’d really like recording and mixing gear for a home studio. Not that I’ll ever have the score for any of that, but…” 

Winterson nodded and made a note in her computer. 

“I see you’ve made some changes to your Network profile?” 

We were supposed to be free to mod our layouts to express our aesthetics. I had never really been into code accessories so I’d always let Ari design my page. 

She made the background photo collages of the two of us together,  and  maybe  a  lyric  we’d  written  or  something.  It  was sweet. But lately I noticed she had been putting things on my page that seemed more like she was describing the person she wished  I  was  instead  of  who  I  was.  So  I  tried  to  redesign  my profile on my own, and apparently failed at that too. 

“Aren’t we allowed to edit our pages?” 

“Of  course!  It  was  such  a  dramatic  change  though,”  she noted. “It alerted the administrators that there might be an issue you wished to discuss with me? A lot of identifying content had been  removed,  have  you  recently  had  a  falling  out  with  a friend?” 

“No?” I mean, Ari had been hanging out with the Craftsters more often and skipping band practice, but it was fine. We were fine. 

“Your  account  had  been  flagged  as  ‘insufficient  use  of Network page’ by the administrators.” 

I almost choked on the fruity juices of the lollipop. “What? I’m not blowing off my content assignments. I uploaded some songs  Mikey  and  I  wrote  a  few  weeks  ago,  and  I  just  did  that essay-review for media literacy score.” 

“I  know.  Your  Game  content  is  fine,  but  they’re   concerned about the status of your Network page. Here, under the About Me section…” 

She  swiveled  the  monitor  towards  me  so  I  could  see  my Network® page, even though I knew full well what it looked like. 

Compared to the tricked-out layouts and designs of other kids’ pages, it was pretty pathetic. 

“Your stated interests are: friends, music, and mysteries,” she read from the screen. 

“Yeah, so? That’s all true.” 

“You didn’t fill in any information about your family, or link to your friends’ pages. Nothing about your background…” 

I felt strangely embarrassed. I mean, I knew administrators monitored our Network® pages—it was where we upload all our content  assignments  to  be  evaluated  for  score—but  I  didn’t think  they  would  make  a  big  deal  about  what  I  wrote  in  the About Me section. 

“Why is that any of their business?” 

Winterson closed her eyes and exhaled through her nose, a gesture that should convey patience and calm, except she looked so annoyed. She faced away from her office surveillance camera, and muttered, “You use that question as a Writing Prompt and I’ll  give  you  triple  score.”  She  cleared  her  throat,  adjusted  her chair,  and  continued.  “The  administrators  need  to  have  more insight  into  your  interests  to  better  tailor  the  Game  to  your needs.” 

She  said  the  words  as  if  she  were  reading  them  from  a teleprompter, over-articulating each syllable. 

“Are you upselling?” 

Winterson’s  laugh  sounded  almost  bitter.  “This  is  your education, not fries and a Poke cola.” 

I made some noncommittal noises. I didn’t really know why, but  it  felt  too  complicated  to  make  public  things  that  were important to me. Or maybe I was just frustrated because it felt like I couldn’t express what was important to me even when I really tried. 

I  played  with  the  scrap  of  latex  I’d  picked  up  at  the  crime scene  so  I  wouldn’t  have  to  look  at  Winterson’s  concerned expression. The face drawn on the balloon piece looked the way I felt. Like this:
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