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For Luna









All your life you live so close to truth, it becomes a permanent blur in the corner of your eye, and when something nudges it into outline it is like being ambushed by a grotesque. A man standing in his saddle in the half-lit half-alive dawn banged on the shutters and called two names. He was just a hat and a cloak levitating in the grey plume of his own breath, but when he called we came. That much is certain—we came.


—TOM STOPPARD, Rosencrantz & Guildenstern Are Dead









I FIRST CAME ACROSS THE GAME IN 1983. My game theory professor took me to visit the site of the original Laundromat in Seattle. The Laundromat is no longer there, of course, but if you ask the manager of the restaurant that currently occupies the space, she might take you into the office in the back and let you see part of the original room. And, if you order a big meal and tip the waitstaff well, she might even remove the large modernist painting that hangs above the fireplace and show you the graphic of the rabbit on the wall.


Some true stories are easier to accept if you can convince yourself that at least part of them are fictional. This is one of those stories.


—SHALINI ADAMS-PRESCOTT, 2021
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THE SCENE IN THE MAGICIAN’S ARCADE


“WHAT DO YOU KNOW about the game?”


The smiles vanished from the assembled collection of conspiracy hounds and deep Web curiosity seekers, their private conversations stopped mid-sentence, their phones quickly stashed into a variety of backpacks and pockets, each of them doing their best to look cool and disaffected while unconsciously leaning forward, ears straining, eyes bright with anxious anticipation.


This was, after all, why they were here.


This was what they came for, what they always came for. This was the thing they spoke about in inelegant lengthy rambles in their first Tor Browser Web forum experience, the thing they’d first stumbled upon in a private subreddit, or a deep-Web blog run by a lunatic specializing in underground conspiracies both unusual and rare.


This was the thing that itched your skull, that gnawed at the part of your brain that desperately wanted to believe in something more. This was the thing that made you venture out in the middle of the night in the pouring rain to visit a pizza joint–slash–video arcade that probably would have been condemned decades ago had anybody cared enough to inspect it.


You came because this mysterious “something” felt different. This was that one inexplicable experience in your life: the UFO you and your cousin saw from that canoe on the lake that summer, the apparition you’d seen standing at the foot of your bed when you woke in the middle of the night on your eighth birthday. This was the electric shiver up your spine just after your older brother locked you in the basement and turned out the light. This was the wild hare up your ass, as my grandfather used to say.


“I know that it’s supposed to be some kind of recruitment test—NSA, CIA maybe,” said a young woman in her early twenties. She’d been here last week. She didn’t ask any questions during that presentation, but after, in the parking lot, she’d stopped me and asked about fractals, and if I thought they might be related to sacred geometry (I did), or the elaborate conspiracy work of John Lilly (I did not).


She didn’t ask me anything about the thing directly.


It was always like this.


Questions about the game were most often received as whispers online, or delivered in a crowd of like-minded conspiracy nuts, in safe spaces like comic shops or the arcade. Out in the real world, talking about it made you feel exposed, like you were standing too close to something dangerous, leaning out just a bit too far on the platform while listening to the rumble of the approaching train.


The game was the train.


“Thousands of people have died while playing,” said a thin redheaded man in his early thirties. “They sweep these things under the fucking rug, like they never happened.”


“There are a number of theories,” I said, like I’d said a thousand times before, “and yes, some people do believe that there have been deaths related to the game.”


“Why do you call it ‘the game,’ and not by its proper name?” The woman who’d spoken was in a wheelchair. I’d seen her here a few times. She was dressed like a librarian from the fifties, glasses hanging around her neck on a beaded chain. Her name was Sally Berkman. She ran the most popular Dungeons & Dragons game in town. Original Advanced D&D.


“Phones and all other electronics in the box,” I said, ignoring Sally’s question. They loved it when I played it up, made everything feel more dangerous, more underground.


Everyone stepped forward and placed their phones, laptops, and whatever other electronics they had with them into a large cedar chest on the floor.


The chest was old. The Magician had brought it back from a trip he’d taken to Europe a few years ago. There was a graphic stamped onto the lid, some kind of ceremonial image of a hare being hunted. It was an intricately detailed and terrifying scene. There were a bunch of hunters and their dogs in the background bearing down on their prey in the foreground, but the thing that drew all your attention was the expression on the hare’s face. There was something dark and knowing about the way it stared out from the bottom of the image—eyes wild and wide, mouth partly open. For some reason, the hare’s expression always left me feeling more frightened for the hunters than the hunted. The chest looked like it had been manufactured sometime in the 1920s or 1930s. I always used it when I did these things; its strange patina brought an authentic old-timey-conspiracy atmosphere to the ceremony.


Once the last phone was inside, I kicked the lid shut with a dramatic bang and pulled out an ancient reel-to-reel tape recorder.


I had a digital copy of the recording, of course. In fact, I’d made the reel-to-reel recording I was about to play from an MP3. But there’s just something romantic about analog tape. Like the cedar chest, the old tape recorder was for show, and these people had come here, to this old arcade in Seattle’s University District, for a show.


They’d come from their parents’ basements, their messy studio apartments, high-rise tower penthouses, and midcentury post-and-beam homes in the woods. They’d come to hear about the game. They’d come to hear The Prescott Competition Manifesto, or PCM.


Just as I was about to press play, I heard a voice from somewhere near the back of the room. “Is it true that you know Alan Scarpio?”


“Yeah, I know Scarpio. I mean, I met him once while I was playing the ninth iteration,” I said, trying to find the person who’d asked the question in the crowd.


There weren’t that many people here, maybe forty or fifty, but the arcade was small and the bodies were three or four deep in some places.


“Most people believe Scarpio won the sixth iteration of the game,” I said.


“Yeah, we know that. Tell us something we don’t know.”


I still couldn’t find the person speaking. It was a man’s voice, but it was hard to tell exactly where it was coming from over the drone of the videogames and pinball machines.


“Alan Scarpio is a gazillionaire playboy who hangs out with Johnny Depp,” said a young man leaning against an old Donkey Kong Jr. cabinet. “He can’t be a player.”


“Maybe he played, but there’s no evidence he won the game,” said a woman in a Titanica T-shirt. “ ‘Californiac’ is the name listed in The Circle, not Alan Scarpio.”


“So then how do you explain his overnight wealth?” Sally Berkman replied—a familiar challenge when it came to Scarpio. “He has to be Californiac. It just makes sense. He was born in San Francisco.”


“Oh, well, if he was born in San Francisco, he must be the guy.” Donkey Kong Man was clearly looking to stir up some shit.


“San Francisco is in California,” Sally Berkman replied. “Californiac.”


“Wow, are you serious?” Donkey Kong Man said, shaking his head.


“How about I just play what you’ve come all this way to hear?” I said.


If I let them go on about Alan Scarpio and whether or not he was actually Californiac, the winner of the sixth iteration of the game, we’d be here all night. Again.


I nodded in the direction of a blond curly-haired woman standing near the front door, and she turned out the lights.


Her name was Chloe. She was a good friend of mine. She worked for the Magician.


The arcade was the Magician’s place.


It was an old speakeasy that had been converted into the arcade–slash–pizza joint back in the 1980s. The pizza oven had died more than a decade ago, so now it was just an arcade. Nobody understood how the Magician had been able to keep the place running through the rise of home-based and eventually handheld computer entertainment, but keep it running he did.


Walking into the arcade was like walking into another age.


The brick walls and exposed pipes in the ceiling clashed with the bright video screens and sharp 8-bit sounds of the arcade games, resulting in a strange yet perfectly comfortable blend of anachronisms.


Chloe called it eighties industrial.


The Magician was out of town on some kind of research trip, but he never came down for these things anyway.


He’d started letting a few of us use the place for meetings after the eighth iteration of the game. The Magician’s arcade became a kind of de facto clubhouse, an informal gathering place for those of us who remained obsessed with the game long after most everyone else had checked out.


I pressed play on the reel-to-reel recording, and the voice of Dr. Abigail Prescott filled the room.




. . . The level of secrecy surrounding the game is concerning, as are the number of candidates . . . STATIC . . . it’s chaos from the trailhead to the first marker, no algorithm can track its logic . . . CRACKLE . . . I’ve heard the underlying condition of the game described, metaphorically, as a kind of fluid, like the cytoplasm or protoplasm of a cell . . . STATIC . . . It had been dormant for a very long time when the first clue showed up in 1959. It was something in The Washington Post, a letter to the editor, and the lyrics of a song by the Everly Brothers that, when combined, provided the first indication that the game had returned. A student at Oxford put everything together and brought her professor into the thought matrix at Cambridge . . . CRACKLE . . . the name Rabbits was first used in reference to a graphic containing a rabbit on the wall of a laundromat in Seattle. Rabbits wasn’t the name of that specific iteration of the game, just like it’s not the name of this one . . . as far as any of us can tell, the games themselves—at least the games in this modern variation—don’t actually have names. They’re numbered by the community of players . . . STATIC . . . should be warned, we have reason to believe that the reports of both physical and mental jeopardy have been, in fact, underreported, and . . . STATIC.


The following was allegedly written on the wall in that laundromat in Seattle in 1959, under the hand-scrawled title MANIFESTO, and above a hand-stamped graphic of a rabbit:







You play, you never tell.


Find the doors, portals, points, and wells.


The Wardens watch and guard us well.


You play and pray you never tell.





There it was. Rabbits. The reason they were here, looking for some new information, a clue, anything that might lead to evidence about the next numbered iteration: Eleven, or XI.


Had it started?


Was it about to start?


Had the tenth version really ended?


Had anybody seen The Circle?


I let the echo of Dr. Abigail Prescott’s words hang there dramatically for a moment, and then I continued with the Q&A section of my presentation.


“Any questions?”


“What can you tell us about Prescott?” A man wearing a Canadian tuxedo—dark denim shirt and light blue jeans—asked in a booming voice. He was playing a game manufactured by Williams Electronics in the 1980s, Robotron: 2084.


He was a friend of mine named Baron Corduroy: a plant I’d brought along to prompt certain aspects of my presentation.


“Yes, well, we know that Dr. Abigail Prescott allegedly worked under both Stanford’s Robert Wilson—a professor whose main area of interest is game theory as it relates to economics—and quantum physicist Ronald E. Meyers, but nobody has been able to dig up anything else of any real value on her. Some believe Abigail Prescott is a pseudonym, but nobody knows for sure.”


“A pseudonym for who?” asked Dungeon Master Sally.


“No idea,” I replied, which was true. Abigail Prescott was a cipher. It was almost impossible to find anything about her online or anywhere else—and believe me, I’ve tried.


“Where did you get that recording?” It was that voice again, coming from somewhere in the back. I still couldn’t locate the speaker.


“Well, as most of you know, The Prescott Competition Manifesto is extremely rare. The moment it’s posted to a crowd-sharing site, it’s removed faster than the big movie studios pull down their copyrighted works. It’s not much, but this clip is currently our best source of information available on the game.”


Another pause for dramatic effect.


“This particular clip was given to me by a friend of mine who almost won Eight.” This last bit was a lie. I’d bought the recording on the darknet for twenty-six dollars’ worth of Bitcoin.


A hush fell over the room.


They loved it when I mentioned anything related to the numbered iterations of the game, or the winners of those particular iterations, The Circle. And, of course, Hazel, the most infamous Rabbits player of all time.


Hazel wasn’t the only famous participant. There were the two well-known Canadian players, Nightshade and Sadie Palomino; ControlG, the winner of the tenth—and most recent—iteration of the game; the Brazilian anarchist who went by the number 6878; and, of course, Murmur, the deadliest of them all, allegedly sacrificing their spouse to gain an edge during Nine. But all of those players, as accomplished as they were, existed a tier below Hazel.


Hazel was my closer. I always saved a brief mention of Hazel for the end.


“Come on, tell us something we don’t know.” My friend Baron again.


This time he didn’t even turn around as he asked the question. I made a note to have a word with him about his commitment to earning his cut of the profits.


“Well, rumor has it there’s another force at work, operating behind the scenes of the game—something powerful, mysterious, and, occasionally, deadly. Something out there watching from somewhere else, staring into our world from an infinite darkness, waiting for the players to make a mistake.” I paused again for effect, and then continued, my voice a bit lower than before. “This warning was discovered written on the back of a Dewey decimal card in an old set of drawers in a thrift store in Ireland.”


I cleared my throat a little, then recited:


“Remember the game, or your world it dies.


“Remember to follow the patterns and signs.


“We wait in the shadows a-twisting your fate,


“While you crawl and you stumble blind into the gate.


“It’s all predetermined, no losses no gains,


“So play, little human, keep playing the game.”


“Wow, that’s dramatic.” The unseen man again.


I looked around and caught part of a green military-style jacket moving through the crowd.


“So, that’s the game,” I continued. “Rabbits.”


I looked around the room again slowly. “With unclear prizes for participation and sinister-sounding punishments for those who betray the secrecy and spirit of the game, it’s hard to believe anybody still actually plays.” I took a deep practiced breath before I continued. “Any other questions?”


“My friend says she has proof the game has started up again, the eleventh version.” This was somebody new, a woman wearing a red bandana, sitting on the floor and leaning against a Dragon’s Lair cabinet.


“With all due respect to your friend, experts agree the game has been dormant since the tenth iteration ended. We’re in a down cycle. Nobody knows if—or when—the game will start up again.”


“What about Hazel?” Baron Corduroy again, right on time.


“I’m afraid that’s all the time I have tonight.”


Moans from the crowd.


“But, if you’d like more information, there’s a brand-new downloadable PDF on my website.”


Normally at least half the crowd sticks around for an informal Q&A, which is when I’d finally share some of the stories I’d heard about Hazel or a number of other infamous Rabbits players, but there was a midnight screening of Donnie Darko at The Grand Illusion Cinema in about twenty minutes.


The Venn diagram of people interested in Rabbits and in Richard Kelly’s sci-fi thriller from 2001 is essentially just a circle.


I said goodbye to each of the participants in turn as they collected their electronics and hurried out into the rain to catch their movie.


After the last of them had exited the arcade, I opened a small green lockbox and counted the donations. Two hundred and two dollars. Not bad. I left the Magician his cut and slid the lockbox under the counter.


“Well, that was all kinds of bullshit.” It was the voice from earlier, the man in the green military-style jacket. Beneath his jacket he wore a thin black hoodie, which hid his face. He was playing Robotron: 2084, the game Baron had been playing throughout my presentation.


At some point while people were leaving, he and Baron must have switched places.


“Where’s Baron?” I asked.


“Who?”


“The guy who was playing this game earlier.”


“I think he went to see Donnie Darko.”


Of course he did. Baron couldn’t be bothered to pay attention while I talked about Rabbits, but he’d be more than happy to pay seven dollars to see a movie he’s seen at least eighty times.


“Not bad,” the man said, nodding toward the screen.


I moved closer and saw the score. It wasn’t bad at all. It was much higher than Baron could have managed, and Baron was the best Robotron player any of us had ever seen.


“I used to play these things all the time.” At this point, the man in the green jacket turned around and slipped off his hoodie.


I recognized him immediately.


There are two things worth noting here. Number one, the man playing Robotron in the Magician’s arcade—the man who’d asked me if I knew Alan Scarpio—was the famous reclusive billionaire philanthropist and alleged winner of the sixth iteration of Rabbits: Alan fucking Scarpio. The second thing worth noting is that although I’d mentioned earlier that I knew Alan Scarpio, I’d never met him before in my life.


“I need your help,” he said.


“What for?” I replied.


“Something is wrong with Rabbits, and I need you to help me fix it.”


And with that, Alan Scarpio went right back to playing his game.
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SO WHAT? IT’S A FUCKING WOODPECKER


IN CASE YOU’RE WONDERING, my name is K. That’s it. Just K. One letter.


Two things I’ll tell you: First, K is short for something. And second, I’ll never tell you what that something is. You’ll just have to find a way to cope with that disappointment.


I grew up in the Pacific Northwest: A place that, at the time, I considered the wettest and loneliest corner of the Earth. A place that, many years later, I would romanticize as a kind of dark green gloomy world of ancient secrets and hidden lives, and a place that I now see as a kind of perfectly disturbing amalgamation of all of those things.


I’m old enough to remember cabinet videogames in arcades, but young enough to have trouble recalling a time without the Internet.


As a child, my parents believed I had what’s called an eidetic memory: a remarkable ability to retain images, words, and patterns in extensive detail. Back then they used the term “photographic memory,” which is inaccurate. Photographic memory doesn’t exist, and even if it does, I didn’t have it. I was just able to remember certain things, picture them clearly, and recall them later. I couldn’t remember everything, just stuff connected to patterns I found interesting. It wasn’t a math trick. Although I may have been able to drop a box of toothpicks on the floor and tell you how many there were, you weren’t getting the square root of anything from me.


Because I was the kid who could remember weird shit, I was occasionally able to distract a couple of the angry bullies in my class long enough to make them forget to kick my ass, but that only worked about fifty percent of the time—a percentage that quickly plummeted to zero when I reached high school and the ability to focus on details and pick out complex connections became less of an occasional act of self-preservation and more of an obsession.


It was this obsession with finding patterns and cracking codes (that may or may not have actually been codes at all) that resulted in me being labeled “slightly neurodiverse”—a diagnosis that landed me on a number of different medications and a handful of different therapists’ couches. It was also this obsession that eventually led me into the world of Rabbits.


When asked to pinpoint the precise moment they’d heard about the game, people often can’t remember. Maybe they’d seen something on some obscure online bulletin board, or read a snippet of a conversation about hidden “kill screens” in arcade games from the 1980s. Or perhaps it was a friend of a friend talking about a kid who’d died while playing a strange Atari 2600 game that nobody can remember actually existing.


I remember exactly where I was standing when I first heard the name Rabbits.


It was at a party in Lakewood, Washington.


Growing up in Olympia, Washington, just about an hour south of Seattle, I’d heard the stories about Polybius: the video arcade game that allegedly killed some kids in Oregon. But this mysterious game was different, more enigmatic, and perhaps even more sinister. Like Polybius, this game had whispers surrounding it that included men in gray suits and potential mind-altering consequences for participation. But unlike Polybius, nobody was actually talking about this game—at least not until I attended that party.


Bill and Madeline Connors were close family friends who hosted a Fourth of July celebration every year. They had two daughters, Annie and Emily—one and three years older than me respectively.


The Connors sisters had the best taste in music, and they always wore the coolest clothes—a lot of belts, and a lot of hats. At this particular party, they were both wearing tall, striped Dr. Seuss– looking hats that they’d bought at what they assured me was the hippest store on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles. I took their word for it. At the time, I’d never been farther south than Oakland, to attend sailing camp.


While our parents were in the backyard playing a drunken game of lawn darts, I entered the house to get a Coke (something I was never allowed to drink at home) and overheard Annie and Emily talking.


They were huddled in front of the family computer staring at something on the screen.


“Did you figure out how to load EverQuest, or what?” Annie asked.


“I have something better,” Emily replied, bringing up a screen I recognized. I had a pretty clear view from where I was hiding, just inside the kitchen doorway. They were looking at a Usenet news-group.


Annie leaned in to get a better look. “What’s alt dot binaries dot games?”


“Gaming group,” Emily replied, striking a few keys with expert precision.


“What’s binaries?”


“Be quiet.”


“Zelda pictures?”


“Not quite.”


“Another dancing baby?”


“Just listen.” Emily gently placed her hand over her sister’s mouth and pressed the space bar.


A video file started to play. It appeared to be a clip from an old wildlife documentary. The voice on the screen was talking about something called the imperial woodpecker.


“So what? It’s a fucking woodpecker. Let’s go back outside. Luke Milligan is here,” Annie said, tugging at her sister’s sleeve.


“Luke Milligan’s an asshole. He tried to put his hand up Nina’s shirt in chem.”


“Really?” Annie was clearly disappointed.


“Besides, it’s not just any woodpecker,” Emily said.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, look at them all. There must be at least fifty woodpeckers in those last three scenes.”


“Yeah, so what? They’re big?”


“Yeah, they’re big, but that’s not it. This documentary was made in 1989, and the last reported sighting of an imperial woodpecker was in 1956.”


“Whoa.” Annie leaned in closer to the screen. “What does it mean?”


“It’s Rabbits,” Emily said, and shut down the computer.


“Rabbits?” Annie’s eyes were huge. She was fascinated.


So was I.


There was something about the way Emily had said the word “Rabbits” that felt like a secret—like something adults knew that children couldn’t possibly understand.


Emily looked around to make sure nobody was listening. The angle of the kitchen doorway kept me out of her line of sight. She lowered her voice. “It’s a secret game.”


Annie stared at the image of a woodpecker frozen on the screen. “What does it mean?”


“It means I’m going to be playing,” Emily said, matter-of-fact.


“How do you play?”


“It’s kind of complicated.”


“Like how?”


“Like we’re supposed to find things.”


“What things?”


“Things like patterns, discrepancies. Things that don’t make sense.”


“Patterns?” Annie said. She was doing her best to follow the conversation, but she clearly had no idea what the hell her sister was talking about.


Emily took a deep breath and collected her thoughts before continuing. “Okay, so, there’s a nature documentary released by a company that no longer exists, if it actually ever did.”


I stood there in the kitchen, completely enthralled, as Emily got into some pretty wild theories about that documentary.


The gist of it was pretty simple. There was a name listed in the end credits that didn’t have an accompanying occupation like makeup artist, boom op, best boy, or key grip.


One name was just hanging there, all alone on the screen—an “orphan name,” I think Emily called it. She told Annie she’d overheard a discussion about this and had brought it to the others on her gaming forum. They performed some numerology and math involving the letters of that person’s name, and eventually found something called The Night Station.


“What’s The Night Station?” Annie asked.


“That’s what we’re going to find out. Come on.”


I ducked out of the house and into the backyard just in time to miss being spotted by the two girls.


Emily told her parents that she and Annie were going to the store, and asked, half-heartedly, “Does anybody need anything?”


A few voices yelled out requests—cigarettes, ginger ale, chips and dip. Annie wrote everything down as Emily grabbed the keys to her mother’s truck.


Mrs. Connors’s voice rose above the others. “Take K with you.”


“Mom, there’s no room,” Emily complained.


“It’s a big truck, Em. Don’t be difficult.”


Emily exhaled and walked past me without making eye contact. “Come on, kid.”


“What makes you think I wanna go?” I said.


Annie grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the house.


I definitely wanted to go—not only because Annie was the first girl I’d ever kissed, but also because of what Emily had been talking about in the kitchen. The idea of a mysterious secret game called Rabbits.


This felt different. This was something big, something grown-up.


Holding Annie’s hand as she pulled me out to the old blue-and-white Chevy truck with the giant knobby tires took me right back to the moment she had kissed me.


Annie Connors was unconventionally pretty. Her eyes were just a bit too far apart, and her hair was extremely wavy and chaotic, but I found her beautiful, with a brash, powerful confidence that was both exciting and incredibly frightening.


A few weeks after my thirteenth birthday, our families were together celebrating Thanksgiving. Annie and I had been sent downstairs to dig up a game called Trivial Pursuit. On our way to the storage room where we kept our old games, Annie suddenly yanked me over to the furnace next to my makeshift bedroom in our otherwise entirely unfinished basement, matter-of-factly pressed her body against mine, took my face in her hands, and kissed me.


She tasted like grape gummy worms. It was incredible.


“Well?” she’d asked, after the kiss.


I couldn’t speak, but I’m pretty sure my eyes answered with a resounding “holy shit, wow.”


“Get in.” Emily was already inside the truck picking out a cassette for the drive.


I crawled up into the cab, making sure I didn’t sit too close to Emily. Annie Connors was beautiful and mysterious enough; Emily was a whole other world.


“Hurry up, it’s almost time.” Emily had the big truck moving before Annie had shut the door.


I didn’t know much about cars, but the truck was at least a decade old. The ashtray beneath the stereo was overflowing with a blend of white-and-orange cigarette butts. On the floor, an old salt-and-vinegar-chip bag sat next to an empty bottle of Sprite, a few salty shards of greenish-white chips visible against the foil inside.


“The store’s open twenty-four hours,” I said, realizing as I was saying it that Emily knew that.


Everybody knew that.


Emily didn’t answer. She just popped a cassette into the stereo with a mechanical whir and click, and a series of tiny blue and pink lights from the stereo lit up the cab of the truck. Then Tori Amos began singing “Crucify,” and Emily guided the huge truck down the long, winding driveway and out onto the street.


We passed the store without stopping. Emily didn’t even slow down.


I remained silent. I didn’t want to open my mouth and risk saying something that might affect what was happening. This was an adventure—my first “wild hare up your ass” adventure—and there was no way I was going to risk saying anything to fuck it up.


Emily pulled a pack of cigarettes from beneath the visor and took her hands off the wheel to light one up. Without a word from her sister, Annie reached across my lap and grabbed the steering wheel.


Emily and Annie were in perfect sync.


Annie steered for her sister, staring ahead at the road, keeping the truck between the lines with the focus of a brain surgeon or air traffic controller, as if driving between those lines was the only thing keeping the world spinning.


We drove for another seven minutes or so before Emily took the wheel and turned onto an old logging road. A minute later, she pulled over onto the unpaved shoulder.


“There’s nothing up here but the Peterman house,” I said, “but there might be some kids at the gravel pits.”


If I showed up at the gravel pits with Emily and Annie Connors, I’d be a hero tomorrow at school.


Emily shushed me as she turned on the cabin light and pulled a small journal from her purse.


“You sure this is the road?” Annie asked. “K’s right; it’s just the Petermans’ up there.”


Emily stared down at the journal in her lap.


The pages were completely covered in tiny words, numbers, and sketches. It looked familiar to me—not the content, but the style. It was similar to the things my friends and I would scribble onto graph paper while playing Dungeons & Dragons.


Emily circled some numbers she’d written above what appeared to be a collection of names and symbols. She thought about something for a moment, then she added the numbers together, leaned back, and exhaled.


“A hundred and seven point three,” she announced. I was silent. Watching Emily Connors do math was one of the most beautiful things I’d ever seen in my life.


She put the journal away and turned to me, her expression grave. “You can’t tell anybody about what’s going to happen tonight.”


“I won’t,” I said.


“I’m serious.” She grabbed my wrist, hard. “You have to promise.”


“I won’t tell anybody.” But Emily’s eyes indicated that she needed more. “I won’t, I promise. I swear.” I held up my pinkie. Emily ignored my pinkie and stared into my eyes for what felt like forever. Then, seemingly satisfied with whatever she’d found there, she double-checked the information in her journal and slid it back into her purse.


Annie popped out the Tori Amos cassette. “What’s the number again?”


“One-oh-seven point three,” Emily answered.


“Got it.” Annie slowly tuned the dial to that number. There was nothing but static. “Are you sure this is it?”


“I hope so.” Emily adjusted the volume on the radio, then turned to the two of us and smiled.


It was beautiful and unnerving.


In my experience, Emily Connors wasn’t the kind of girl who smiled.


“Time?” Emily asked Annie, suddenly all business.


“Six minutes after ten,” Annie replied.


Emily touched my arm and said, “Whatever you do, don’t freak out, okay?”


I did my best to look cool as Emily put the truck into drive and guided us back out onto the old logging road.


We’d been listening to the static from the radio for about a minute or so when Emily nodded to her sister, then pressed the lever that turned off the truck’s headlights.


Black.


We were driving at the same speed, but now I couldn’t see a thing.


We were completely blind.


Static from the radio filled the cab.


“Emily, I don’t think—”


“Sshhh.” Emily grabbed my arm again, hard enough that she actually left four bruises, one from each finger. “Listen.”


I shut up and listened.


“Did you hear a voice?” Emily asked.


Annie shrugged. Clearly, she hadn’t heard anything. Emily looked at me and I just shook my head.


I was trying, but I found it hard to focus due to the constant static and the situation. Sitting in a truck with Emily and Annie Connors, speeding along an old logging road in complete and total darkness, wasn’t standard operating procedure for me.


“What was that?” Emily turned up the radio. “Please tell me you heard that.”


“I think so,” I lied.


I still hadn’t heard anything except for a steady stream of noise. My head was aching. The static from the radio tickled my ears and a thick fuzzy hum began vibrating, moving upward from somewhere deep inside my chest. My mouth was suddenly extremely dry.


I’d always attributed that sick feeling to the fact that we were speeding down that country road completely blind, but when I think back to that time now, I’m not sure that was it. Something felt . . . off in that moment. Different, somehow.


“Maybe we should turn on the lights?” Annie sounded scared.


“We’re fine,” Emily said.


When she’d switched off the headlights, the road was straight as far as the eye could see, but we’d been driving for quite a while since then. I crossed my fingers and hoped that we weren’t about to hit a curve.


“I don’t know, Em . . .” Annie said.


“Sshhh,” Emily said to her sister. “It says we have to drive in the dark.”


An almost imperceptible amount of moonlight occasionally revealed a bit of the road or the trees. I chose to believe Emily was using that light to keep us safely on the road.


“There.” Emily leaned forward. “Did you hear that?”


I did hear something, almost imperceptible at first, but it was there.


A woman’s voice.


Just as I was about to ask Emily if she’d heard the same thing, a loud buzzing filled the inside of the truck. Emily yanked the lever, the headlights flooded the road ahead of us, Annie screamed, and the world exploded in a brilliant flash of light and glass.


When Emily had turned the headlights back on, they’d cut like two tiny nuclear blasts through the darkness, illuminating a giant bull elk in the middle of the road.


The accident was over before my mind had time to process what was happening.


Emily and I were thrown clear through the windshield, but Annie remained inside the truck.


We were told later that, due to the position of her neck at the time of the accident, Annie had died instantly, and that there was no way she could have suffered.


I had a dislocated shoulder, a serious concussion, and a bunch of cuts and bruises, but I was lucky. Emily’s right leg had been badly injured. She spent almost a year in the hospital, and longer than that in physical therapy.


The last time I saw Emily Connors was a few years after the accident.


My parents and I were driving down to San Francisco to visit some family friends. On our way out of Washington, we pulled over so I could use a gas station restroom. I was walking back to the car when I saw her.


She was sitting in the back seat of the car next to ours. I smiled and waved, but Emily just kept staring straight ahead, looking right through me as if I didn’t exist. I was about to knock on the window to get her attention, but there was something about the way she was staring. I had the very distinct feeling she was someplace else, someplace far away, and that a knock on the window wouldn’t be able to reach her. Before I had a chance to change my mind and knock, the car she was sitting in pulled away and exited onto the freeway.


That night I had a dream about Emily and Annie Connors.


I dreamt that we were back on the road that led up to the Petermans’ house, but this time it wasn’t a bull elk standing in the middle of the road. This time, it was a tall twisted gray figure.


As we moved closer I could see that the gray figure was actually made up of much smaller things, broken swirling shapes that wiggled and blurred together to form the shape that was standing in the middle of the road.


I wanted to scream but I was frozen, unable to move or speak.


At that point, just like it had happened in the truck, the static from the radio filled every part of my mind, my head began to ache, and my mouth dried up. The gray thing in the middle of the road slowly started to turn.


I tried to close my eyes, but I couldn’t.


Emily was still driving, looking ahead as if the road were clear, and Annie had her head down, trying to hear the message Emily had been convinced was hidden somewhere in the static.


At this point, everything slowed down.


The buzz and static from the radio became deafening, and I felt the strange hum complete some kind of horrible circuit in my mind and body.


The truck continued speeding forward, and just as we were about to slam into the gray figure, I finally saw its face—or, at least, the place where a face should have been.


There was nothing but dark empty space.


This is when I heard the woman’s voice—the same sound I’d heard cut through the radio static that night in the truck.


In a voice like dry, sharp crackling fire, she said the words—the exact same words I’d heard her say on that road back in 1999.


She said, “The door is open.”
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NOTES ON THE GAME:


MISSIVE BY HAZEL


(AUTHENTICATED BY BLOCKCHAIN)


Gaming disorder is defined by the World Health Organization as “a pattern of gaming behavior characterized by impaired control . . . to the extent that gaming takes precedence over other interests and daily activities, and continuation or escalation of gaming despite the occurrence of negative consequences.”


Negative consequences are real.


Don’t forget to hydrate, and remember to tell somebody where you’re going when you leave the house to follow a strange clue that nobody else believes is a clue.


Be careful out there.


—HAZEL 8
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IF YOU LISTEN CAREFULLY, YOU CAN TOTALLY HEAR THE RHUBARB


THERE WERE THREE HUNDRED AND NINETY-FIVE white tiles on the floor and four hundred black. It took me twenty-one steps to get to the booth.


Two professional sports teams of some kind were playing celebrity dodgeball on the small television that hung above the milkshake machine. There was a neon green Dodge Challenger visible outside on the street.


Dodge.


Alan Scarpio smiled and waved his fork in the air. “Can you believe this place?”


“Yeah, it’s pretty great.”


“I got you coffee,” he said, nodding to an off-white ceramic cup sitting on the table in front of me.


“Thanks.” I slid into the worn vinyl booth.


It was an old diner from the 1950s, located directly across the street from the Magician’s arcade. It was exactly the kind of place you might hear referred to as a joint or a greasy spoon. There were tiny jukeboxes on the tables in each of the booths. I think a few of them actually still worked.


I couldn’t believe I was sitting across from Alan Scarpio—one of the richest men in the world—watching him devour a piece of rhubarb pie.


Dodgeball.


Was that woman in the back of the diner wearing an L.A. Dodgers baseball cap? Groups of tiles on the wall—four, fifteen, seven, five—numbers corresponding to the letters in the word “Dodge.”


I was nervous.


As a kid, whenever I felt anxious, I found myself unable to stop picking out patterns—often to the point that I became incapable of focusing my attention on anything else. As these bouts of anxiety became more intense and frequent, I was forced to develop certain coping mechanisms in order to deal with the stress. The majority of these involved repeating familiar patterns from memory. The most effective involved tennis.


I’ve always loved tennis. I can recall entire matches with remarkable clarity. I’m able to do the same thing with baseball games and horror movie dialogue, but when it came to my homemade brand of pattern-recall therapy, tennis was always the most effective. One of my favorite matches was the 2001 U.S. Open quarterfinals match between Pete Sampras and Andre Agassi. On my legs, I would tap once for each player—Sampras on my left knee, Agassi on my right. I visualized every single shot, every serve and point, and eventually whatever was making me anxious would lose its potency and I’d be able to relax.


This technique had been extremely helpful after the accident with Annie and Emily Connors, and later when my parents were killed in a ferry accident while on vacation in Greece.


In the years following my parents’ death, I would go on to develop a number of deep-breathing and relaxation techniques that were effective in combating my anxiety. Those exercises, along with medical advances in anti-anxiety medication, eventually allowed me to stop tapping out tennis matches on my legs entirely.


I was almost two full sets into that U.S. Open match before I realized what I’d been doing. I yanked my hands away from my knees and took a sip of coffee.


It had been at least ten years since I’d tapped out a tennis match.


Fuck. Why was I so anxious?


Scarpio was reportedly fifty-six years old, but looked at least a decade younger. He was about five foot ten and thin, with scruffy brown hair, cool blue eyes, and a wide mischievous smile. He wore dark blue jeans, faded brown desert boots, and a white Oxford button-up shirt. He was Caucasian, with a barely perceptible accent—most likely English, or maybe Welsh.


“Did you know rhubarb grows so fast you can actually hear it?”


“Really?” I said. I had no idea.


“It’s true. I have a recording on my phone if you’re interested.”


“Oh . . . cool.”


“I’m just fucking with you.” He went back to eating his pie. “I mean, it’s true. Rhubarb does grow fast, and I do have a recording of it on my phone, but what the fuck do you care? You wanna know why we’re here, why I showed up at the arcade, and, more importantly, why I asked you for help.” He smiled. “Am I right?”


“You’re right—although the rhubarb thing is interesting.”


Alan Scarpio nodded. “You’re lying, but that’s okay.” He was using his fork to hunt down every crumb on his plate. “Are you sure I can’t get you anything? This pie is fucking fantastic.”


“I’m good, thanks.” I took a sip of the warmish coffee.


“Well, I’m stuffed,” he said as he leaned back in his chair and exhaled, every bit of pie now off the plate and inside the enigmatic billionaire.


I sat there in silence for as long as I could stand it.


“So,” I said, finally, “why did you show up at the arcade?”


“You’re surprised.”


“Very.”


“I get it. I’m a face you’ve seen on television or online. I saw Gary Busey once in a bar. He looked so familiar. As I walked by I smiled at him like the two of us were old friends.”


“He’s the crazy conspiracy guy?”


“I suppose maybe he is, but he was in Point Break. Classic. Two meatball subs!” Scarpio held up two fingers and yelled loud enough for the entire diner to hear. “Get me two, Utah!”


“I don’t remember that scene,” I said as the server approached our table and glared at Scarpio as if he were a small child who had just spilled a milkshake on the floor.


“Is everything all right?” She looked tired. The whites of her wide grayish-green eyes were spidered with tiny red lines, and her voice carried the earned rasp of somebody who’d poured an infinite amount of coffee into the cups of an infinite number of assholes. It had to be close to the end of her shift. She desperately wanted everything to be all right.


“Everything is perfect. I’m sorry for the outburst. We don’t actually want meatball subs. I promise it won’t happen again.” Scarpio smiled.


“Thanks,” she said. “I don’t have the energy to throw anybody else out tonight.” She smiled, added a tired wink, then topped up my coffee.


“Thanks.”


“You’re welcome,” she said, clearly happy we weren’t going to ruin her night.


She didn’t appear to recognize Alan Scarpio. Maybe she’d look him up tomorrow when she came in for her shift and discovered she’d been given a three-hundred-dollar tip on a seven-dollar check.


Scarpio waited for her to leave, then pulled out his phone and set it on the table. “What do you know about Rabbits?”


I glanced down at his phone. I thought maybe he was recording our conversation for some reason, but I couldn’t see any voice recorder app, just the date, time, and a cute dog as wallpaper—some kind of spaniel with a light blue bandana around its neck.


“Well, I mean, I know what most people interested in the game know,” I said, trying to work out the best way to answer.


“Which is what?”


I had no idea what Scarpio was fishing for here. If he was Californiac, the alleged winner of the sixth iteration of the game, he knew a lot more than I did. And if he wasn’t Californiac, well, he was still a billionaire, and if he wanted to learn about Rabbits, all he had to do was hire an expert. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I know quite a bit. Among my friends and the handful of Rabbits aficionados I know, I am considered something of an authority on the game. But Alan Scarpio could afford the best—or, at the very least, somebody a fuckload better than a perpetually underemployed gamer who’d spent the last few minutes frantically tapping out a decades-old tennis match.


“You’re not worried about the warnings surrounding the game? ‘You play, you never tell?’” Scarpio asked, repeating a section of the Prescott Competition Manifesto that I’d played earlier in the arcade.


“Of course not,” I said, although, like anyone seriously interested in the game, I’d heard rumors about all kinds of dangerous things surrounding Rabbits, including the mysterious Wardens—potentially deadly figures whose job it was to protect and maintain the integrity of the game at all costs.


“Now onward goes,” Scarpio said.


“I’m sorry?” I asked.


“Those are the first three words of the tenth canto of Dante’s Inferno. ‘Now onward goes.’”


“Right,” I said. “ ‘Now onward goes along a narrow path, between the torments and the city wall. I follow my master,’ or something like that.”


“Very good,” Scarpio said.


“Thanks,” I said. “I spent half a semester studying Dante’s Inferno. What . . . I mean, why—?”


“Sorry, I’ve been trying to remember that line all day.”


“Why not just look it up online?”


“Where’s the fun in that?” Alan Scarpio smiled and took a sip of coffee, and that’s when I heard the strange creaking and cracking sounds. For a second I thought I saw the lights of the diner flicker in concert with the odd noises, but I couldn’t be sure.


Did talking about Rabbits somehow summon the game’s Wardens into existence? Was Scarpio’s Dante quote some kind of strange evocation?


“What is that sound?” I asked.


“The rhubarb,” he said, and pointed to his phone. “It’s so creepy. Throw a bit of reverb on it and it’s a fucking horror movie soundtrack.”


I nodded. It was definitely creepy.


Scarpio stared at me for a moment, as if he was waiting for something, then he finally smiled.


“Something’s wrong with the game,” he said.


“What do you mean ‘wrong’?”


“I’m not sure exactly, but if we don’t fix it before the next iteration begins, we’re all well and truly fucked.”


At this point, Scarpio’s phone buzzed. He looked down at the small screen. “Excuse me for one second.” He picked up his phone.


“What is it?” he asked.


I watched as most of the color slowly drained from his face.


“Are you sure? Okay, I’ll be right there,” he said and hung up.


“I gotta run,” he said, clearly flustered by the call he’d just received. “Late meeting. Do you mind walking me to my car?”


“No. I mean—”


“I’d like to keep talking for a bit as we walk, if that’s okay with you.”


If Alan Scarpio wanted to keep talking, I’d be walking until my legs gave out.


“Um, sure,” I said.


As we stepped outside, I pulled my collar up against the light rain. Scarpio didn’t seem fazed by the weather at all. He started walking up the street. I hurried to keep up.


“I’m going to tell you everything I know about what’s happening, I promise,” he said. “I just need to get a few things straight first, if you don’t mind.”


“Of course,” I said.


“Great. So let’s start with my earlier question. What do you know about Rabbits?”


In the brief period of time it took us to walk the few blocks from the diner to Scarpio’s car, I told him everything I knew about the game: how it was a hidden and secret thing, a deep underground obsession, and how, if you weren’t looking for it, you’d most likely never heard of it. That it was reputedly ancient and possibly connected to the Knights Templar, the Illuminati, and the Thule Society. I detailed everything I’d heard about the alleged prizes: NSA or CIA recruitment, billions of dollars, or immortality, and about the list of winners known as The Circle that appeared all over the world, seemingly at random, before and after each new iteration of the game. I went on to tell him all I could remember about the mysterious Hazel, the most famous Rabbits player of all time, who’d supposedly checked out right after they’d won the eighth iteration. I ended with something about how most people who studied the game believed that Alan Scarpio was Californiac, the winner of Six, and that winning the sixth iteration of the game had resulted in his becoming extremely rich overnight.


I looked at Scarpio’s face carefully while I was delivering that last bit of information, but his expression betrayed nothing.


“Anything else?” he asked.


“Most people interested in Rabbits believe the game is currently between iterations, and are waiting for the eleventh version to begin.”


“That’s it?” he asked.


“That’s all I can think of right now,” I said as the two of us finally reached Scarpio’s black Tesla sedan.


“Can we continue this tomorrow? A late breakfast at the diner?”


“Of course,” I said.


“Great.” Scarpio pulled a small black leather case from his pocket, took out a business card, and handed it to me. It had been printed on some kind of thick off-white material, linen or bamboo maybe. On the card was nothing but a phone number.


“Let’s meet back at that diner at eleven tomorrow morning to continue our discussion,” he said. “Give me a call if you have a conflict and we’ll set something else up, but this is important, and I’d really appreciate it if you could make it.”


He got into the car, started it up, and rolled down the driver’sside window.


“I’ll be there,” I said, working extremely hard to stop myself from grinning like an idiot.


“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said, and then he guided the shiny black sedan away from the curb, down the street, and out into the night.


I stood there for a long time after his taillights had faded into the distance, doing my best to digest what had just happened.


I was initially surprised that Alan Scarpio didn’t have a driver, but after thinking back on our conversation, it kind of made sense. For a billionaire, Scarpio was definitely what you’d call “down to earth”—except for the part where he’d allegedly won a fortune playing a potentially deadly secret underground game that most people had never heard of.


 


 


 


 






[image: image]
   

NOTES ON THE GAME:


MISSIVE BY HAZEL


(AUTHENTICATED BY BLOCKCHAIN)


Stop me if you’ve heard this one before. A man walks into a dead letter office and asks the person in charge of the facility if they’d be willing to keep their eyes open for one very particular stamp. It was pressed into service in 1932, and on the front of the stamp is what appears to be an arctic hare. The stamp comes from the country of Thirland. Now, if you know anything at all about geography, you’re aware that Thirland doesn’t exist.


It remains, however, a beautiful stamp. I’ve seen it.


There’s something about the stamp that makes you feel strange—like you know you’ve seen it before, like you’ve been aware of its existence your entire life.


Picking out what’s important from the static they use to confuse us is a key aspect of achieving success in the game of life. This game isn’t so different.


Just because you’re convinced there’s a dangerous secret process running beneath a secret world doesn’t mean there isn’t a dangerous secret process running beneath a secret world.


—HAZEL 8
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THE PASSENGER DISCREPANCY


MY PARENTS DIED when I was seventeen. I can’t say that it happened suddenly, because I have no idea how long they were trapped inside that capsized ferry before they eventually succumbed to the freezing cold water.


My mother was an only child, and my father’s brother—an uncle I’d never met—declined familial custody. All of my grandparents were dead by that point, which left me almost completely alone as far as family goes.


I’d already graduated high school and was waiting to start college in the fall. I had no desire to sample the hospitality of the foster care system, so, rather than take my chances with social services, I fought to become emancipated by court order.


It was easy. I represented myself. They don’t recommend it, but what do they know? Trust me, there’s no way you would have said no either if you’d seen me up there, just seventeen years old, arguing my case in legalese like the main character in a coming-of-age comedy from the early nineties.


I received a modest amount of money from my parents’ passing, which I eventually invested in the stock market.


I did a shit ton of research and practiced using mock stocks in a simulated investment environment for a full year before I did any real investing. My ability to pick out deeply embedded patterns and causal fluctuations resulted in my turning seventy thousand fake dollars into almost four hundred thousand fake dollars. The following year, I invested my money for real. Then I sold my parents’ house and purchased a modest apartment in Capitol Hill.


I was a young adult living in a hip neighborhood in Seattle—in a home I’d purchased with my own money—coasting through college with a GPA much higher than I deserved.


I should have taken things more seriously, put more work into my studies, but what did I do instead?


I played games.


And after graduation, while everybody I knew was taking global surf trips, pretzeling themselves into enlightenment at an ashram in India, downing ridiculous amounts of cheap beer with the other American tourists in Prague, or going on any number of other adventures, I was doing something else.


I was playing games.


I’d played games when my parents had been alive, of course, but after they died, I spent every minute outside of work and school devoted to nothing else. Focusing my attention on games resulted in my becoming a little bit more social, and it had another added benefit; it helped me avoid thinking about what had happened to my parents.


At first the games were effective, and I was able to use them to not only calm my racing mind, but learn how to better interact with others. But, similar to a longtime drug user, the games I’d been playing began to lose their efficacy and I needed more.


So I started playing longer and sleeping less.


From role-playing games to first-person shooters, online to dice on a table, I played them all. I became so obsessed that I was lucky if I managed to get two or three hours of sleep a night.


It was during this period that I joined an active online community of role-playing gamers, discovered alcohol in a big way, and narrowly avoided doing a long stint in a psychiatric facility.


The court referred to it as a trespassing incident, but it was full-on breaking and entering. By the time I was finally arrested in the basement of the Harvard Exit Theatre, I hadn’t eaten or slept for three days.


The arresting officer claimed I’d told her I was there waiting for someone—that I’d been following important signs, and needed to be in that theater at a very specific time in order to meet somebody I referred to as The Passenger.


Full disclosure, there were a couple of things that had happened during this period that may have added to my confused state of mind. My psychiatrist had recently changed my medication, and our family dog had passed away from complications during a routine dental surgery. My dog was older, but she’d been completely healthy at the time of her accidental death. I was crushed. She was a little brown Chihuahua named Ruby, and she was the last living connection I had to my parents.


Ruby had been there for me when I came home from the press conference where they’d announced that the rescue operation—which had eventually turned into a recovery operation—was now strictly a salvage operation.


When my parents were finally pronounced dead, having Ruby there needing to be fed and walked helped me make it through the seemingly endless days.


When she died, I was well and truly alone.


One night, shortly after Ruby died, I was playing a brand-new massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) called Underlight, when another game popped into my mind. It was something my parents had played with me when I was a kid, something called Connections.


Connections was all about trying to find patterns and relationships between a number of seemingly disparate and unrelated images.


My parents had introduced me to Connections on a weekend evening, sometime in the late summer. We were getting ready to go to the drive-in, and it had started raining really hard. I was angry, because for the first time I’d managed to persuade my parents to let me pick an R-rated movie. I’d chosen Peter Jackson’s The Frighteners, and they’d reluctantly agreed.


I called the drive-in theater, but they told me all of the movies had been canceled because of the weather. My mother decided this wasn’t an unfortunate event but rather an opportunity for a family game night.


She made popcorn and the three of us played Monopoly. It was a far cry from The Frighteners, but I enjoyed playing games with my parents, and I loved the way my mother made popcorn. She called it a delivery system for butter.


Later, after we’d all made banana splits (a delivery system for hot fudge), my father brought out a worn rectangular black box with the word “Connections” written in burnt orange across the front in a modern font. I’d been through the closet where our family kept our games a million times. I’d never seen that box before.


I remember my mother wasn’t impressed when she saw it. I heard her whisper to my father that he was forcing things, that I wasn’t ready, that this game might exacerbate something she referred to as my “condition.” He told her that was exactly why it was important.


Inside the box were a variety of photographic images in a series of color-coded envelopes. The pictures had been printed on some kind of thick card stock. Each card had some words or numbers printed on the back of it.


I wasn’t allowed to see the backs of the image cards, only the pictures themselves.


After a minute or two spent arranging the images and envelopes, my father lifted up one of the cards and asked me to look at the image carefully.


It was a picture of a tiger in a lush green jungle setting.


After a moment, he put that card away and held up another one. This one was a photograph of a woman sitting at a Formica table in a 1950s-style kitchen. She was doing some kind of accounting work.


My mother asked me if I could see anything in the second picture that was similar to something in the first. I told her that the patterns of the tiger’s markings matched some of the patterns on the wallpaper.


Then my father brought out a third photograph.


Taken in what appeared to be some kind of honky-tonk bar, the photograph featured a bottle of beer sitting on top of an old Wurlitzer jukebox.


My father asked me if there was anything in the third photograph that matched the second. I told him that the time on the clock in the second picture matched the numbers of the song on the jukebox in the other.


This continued a few more times, until I could no longer come up with anything to connect the images.


That’s when the game ended.


We played Connections a few more times over the next couple of months. It was fun spending time with my parents, but staring at cards and trying to find some kind of link between them really wasn’t much of a game. After a while, I found myself getting bored. I’d started dreading the sight of the black box with the orange letters.


But the last time we played Connections was different.


My parents had taken me out for pancakes. This time there were no cards.


This time we were looking for connections in real life.


My father asked me to look for things that could be related somehow, for any kind of link between two or more things in the restaurant.


I hadn’t noticed anything that stood out until after we’d eaten and were just about to leave. I pointed out a girl wearing a T-shirt with a horse on the front. It was very similar to a painting of a horse hanging above the door to the kitchen.


We followed the girl and her family as they went outside and got into their car.


As we were standing outside the restaurant, a bus pulled up and stopped. There was an ad on the side of the bus for a group of artists at the Frye Art Museum. The ad featured a horse. And just like the girl’s T-shirt and the painting above the kitchen door, the horse was rearing up on its back legs. My mother grabbed my hand and we ran for the bus.


We didn’t make it. My parents had a brief conversation, then we got into the car and drove to the Frye Art Museum.


We entered the museum and my parents took me straight to the painting of the rearing horse that had been featured on the side of the bus. There was something in the title and catalog number of the painting that led my parents to drive us to a park. I can’t remember exactly which park, but I remember seeing a bust of a man’s head attached to a small fountain, and some kind of outdoor performance stage.


While my parents were excitedly working out something related to the numbers they’d found connected to that painting, I wandered off.


They found me a minute or so later, screaming my lungs out.


I’d stumbled onto a large concrete chessboard.


It was protected from the elements by a large metal roof and surrounded by four stone benches. I remember stepping up onto the board and playing an imaginary game of chess. I’d recently learned how to play and had become fascinated with the way the pieces moved. I was still too young to be any good, but I loved the rules and the seemingly endless possibilities.


I imagined the pieces—bishop, pawn, rook, and the rest—clashing in my head as I performed each allotted movement in turn. The giant board became a mental battleground as I strode across the squares, my purposeful footsteps representing the movements of black and white in their fight for supremacy. While I was taking one of white’s pawns with one of black’s knights, however, something happened. A deep panic overwhelmed me, and dark blurring shapes slowly started seeping into my eyes from the edges of the world. I felt like my peripheral vision had betrayed me somehow. I was suddenly frozen in place. I couldn’t move.


This is the first time I remember experiencing this feeling—a feeling that would overwhelm me again a few years later, in that truck with Annie and Emily Connors, a sensation that I would eventually begin referring to as “the gray feeling.”


The gray feeling usually began with a low thrumming vibration deep in the pit of my stomach and an itchy tingling right behind my eyes. It would soon take over my upper body with a rush of what felt like fluttering moths in my lungs, then my limbs would turn heavy and weak and, finally, my mouth would be filled with a thick fuzzy tingling. This was all accompanied by an inescapable, low, hollow, metallic humming in my head.


This is what happened to me while I was standing on that giant chessboard in the park. This . . . and more.


I had the sudden feeling that I was somewhere else.


And, wherever I was, I wasn’t alone.


Something was there with me—something cold. I remember being terrified to look up into the sky, because I knew that I’d be able to see whatever it was. And I understood that if I could see it, it would be able to see me.


Then I felt it coming, speeding toward me from somewhere way up in the dark clouds.


That’s when I lost control of my bladder and screamed.


My parents came running and took me home immediately.


In bed later that night, I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing. I’d been rereading The Lord of the Rings for the third time, and something about that thing I’d felt coming out of the darkness reminded me of the Eye of Sauron seeing Frodo when he’d put on the ring. I remembered feeling completely naked and exposed, like I was waiting there for something terrifying to arrive from another world.


I didn’t think about Connections again until years later, while I was playing Underlight.


It wasn’t anything about Underlight specifically that made me think of Connections; it was just something in that moment. Maybe it was the smell of microwave popcorn coming from the unit next door, or the way the rain was hitting my window, but something triggered the memory and brought me right back to that table with my parents, right back to the game called Connections.


At first it was a happy memory, but as I sat there reliving it, something slowly began to change. I started thinking about the gray feeling and the dark thing I’d felt coming for me in that city park. This led to me picturing my mom and dad trapped beneath that capsized ferry, kicking and screaming for help, and eventually to my envisioning both of their faces, floating in the freezing water, staring up into nothing, forever alone in the dark.


My usual relaxation techniques didn’t work and I was unable to get the image of my dying parents’ faces out of my mind. So I left Underlight running, stood up, grabbed my leather jacket from the back of a nearby chair, and hurried out of my building into the rain.


I would be arrested three days later.


During those three days I did nothing but play my own version of Connections.


I started with the final image my parents had shown me on the last day we’d played the game together.


It was a color photograph of an old woman feeding a bunch of pigeons. One of the pigeons was different from the others—browner, with a reddish breast. I looked it up. It was a passenger pigeon, just standing there among the regular pigeons.


But the last passenger pigeon had died in 1914, and modern-day Kodachrome color photography had not come into being until 1935.


It was an impossible photograph.


The first word that popped into my mind was “discrepancy.” Based on the woman’s clothing and the cars behind her on the street, the photograph had been taken sometime in the 1960s. An extinct bird, in a photograph taken almost fifty years after that bird had become extinct, was definitely a discrepancy.


It reminded me of another extinct bird—the imperial woodpecker Emily Connors had been so excited about.


It reminded me of Rabbits.


The passenger pigeon and an address hidden in coded text on the park bench in that impossible photograph led me to a video store. Hanging in the window was an Italian movie poster advertising a classic 1975 film by Michelangelo Antonioni. In Italian, the film was called Professione: reporter, but in English it was known as The Passenger.


In the end credits of that movie was a clue that led me to a specific page in an out-of-print edition of a French mystery novel. This in turn led me to a bus stop where I got on a bus and rode it until I discovered a wall covered in graffiti.


There, hidden in the content of that graffiti, I found a message. Or perhaps I imagined I’d found a message. Either way, that message led me on a journey through the city, chasing clue after clue, until I eventually found myself arrested for trespassing in the basement of the Harvard Exit Theatre, waiting for somebody or something that I referred to as The Passenger.


By then, I was a mess. Nothing made any sense.


I actually remember feeling a sense of relief when they finally arrested me.


I was screened and assessed, then given the option of attending a mental health court or going through a normal criminal proceeding—mental health courts, like drug courts, were created to divert defendants with mental illnesses from the overcrowded and overworked criminal justice system.


I opted for the former, and they let me go once I’d agreed to attend weekly counseling sessions.


A few days after my arrest, I was back at home, and a month after that, I started my junior year of college.


I never played the game called Connections again—not only because of what had happened to me in that theater waiting for The Passenger, but because I was about to find something better.


I was about to rediscover the game called Rabbits.
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