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A NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER


A CBC TEEN CHOICE BOOK AWARD NOMINEE


“It’s endlessly imaginative and deeply scary.”


SFX Magazine


“This book is INCREDIBLE! A cross between fantasy and conspiracy, a classic worthy of Homer but in an age of Homer Simpson. This is well-written, well-plotted, funny, tense, exciting, relatable and original. I just can’t use enough adjectives.”


Bookbag


“The quick pick for conspiracy theory fans gives teens just enough setting for their imaginations to run wild while keeping the pacing quick for reluctant readers.”


School Library Journal


“A fantastic journey from start to finish, and will keep your attention, long after you’ve put the book down.”


Hypable


“An engaging VR cautionary tale.”


The A.V. Club


“A fast-paced adventure.”


Publishers Weekly


“Authors Jason Segel and Kirsten Miller keep the action nonstop while they convincingly ratchet up the tension…in the high-stakes gaming and intrigue of Otherworld.”


Shelf Awareness


“This is the kind of story you have in your head even when you are not reading it, the kind you can’t wait to pick back up, and the kind you have a serious book hangover from.”


Book Mad Blog


“This fast-paced page-turner by actor Jason Segel and his writing partner Kirsten Miller was hugely refreshing and unexpected… it was near impossible to close the book when my commute was over.”
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“VR lovers and other gaming types will be in heaven reading this book, which is an imaginative and entertaining game walk-through combined with mystery and danger.”
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THE SIMULATION



They say the water’s deep out there. The floor of the ocean plunges a few hundred feet from shore. There could be anything at the bottom, and we’d never suspect it. Waves lap peacefully against the rocks lying scattered across the beach. I watch the swells rise and fall. And I wait. At any moment, a beast no human’s ever encountered could rise from the depths, water cascading off its reptilian scales. The last thing I’d lay eyes on would be the sole of a giant, clawed foot coming down from above. The odds of a monster attack are slim, of course, but these days they’re definitely not zero.


“You’ve been watching too many of those OtherEarth ads, Simon,” says a voice beside me. “That crap can’t be good for your noodle.”


I don’t need to look over. I know who’s there. I can even picture the clothes he’s wearing. His outfit never changes. It’s always the same suit, accessorized with a fedora and a foul-smelling cigarette.


I glance down at his checked pants. They’re made of a fabric that probably feels like a ziplock bag in this heat. “Don’t you own a pair of shorts?” I ask my dead grandfather.


“Sure.” He’s instantly wearing a pair of flamingo pink Bermudas. The rest of his outfit remains the same. His legs are bluish white and covered in thick, dark hair.


He takes off his fedora and fans his face with it. The sun reflects off the enormous nose that inspired the nickname they gave him—the Kishka. I’ve never been able to figure out what he is. Ghost? Hallucination? Cerebral hemorrhage? Whatever the case, the graphics are awesome.


The Kishka rests his bony elbows on the balcony’s railing, and we both stare out at the sea. “Thinking about the other you?” he asks. “The one inside the simulation?”


Of course I am. He always knows what I’m thinking.


“I can’t stop wondering what’ll happen when they turn him off,” I say. “Do you think he’ll be scared?” I’d be terrified if I were in his shoes. He won’t even know how lucky he is that he doesn’t have to live through the things I have.


“I don’t know, son,” the Kishka says. “If you ask me, we should all be scared. None of this was meant to be. Humanity’s out in uncharted waters now. There’s no telling what kind of shit we’re gonna see.”


I hear footsteps on the wood behind me, and I turn to see Kat walking toward me across the deck. She’s wearing a simple sundress, her copper curls surrounding her head like a halo. I swear to God, I’ve never seen anyone so lovely. Sometimes it’s hard to believe she’s human. Towering over her is the magnificent mansion we’ve called home for the past month. Its ornate wooden bones are as white as a skeleton that’s been bleached by the sun.


The Kishka vanishes the instant Kat leans in to kiss me.


“Were you talking to your grandfather just now?” Kat asks softly, her lips still close to mine. That’s reason four thousand and two that I love her. She believes in things she’s unable to see.


Before I answer, though, I check the open windows of the house behind her to make sure no one is eavesdropping. “Yeah.”


“Any words of wisdom?”


“We’re all in deep shit,” I say, eliciting an exaggerated sigh of disappointment from my girlfriend.


“You know, Simon, I really expect a little more optimism from the One.”


I groan theatrically. Ages ago someone called me the One, and I haven’t heard the end of it yet. “Did you come here just to torture me?”


“No.” Kat grins mischievously. “I came to tell you that Busara’s out of the simulation.”


I stand up straight. “Just now?” I ask, and she nods. I wonder if that’s why the Kishka was here. I wonder if somehow, he knew.


Busara and Elvis are huddled together on one of the white sofas in our hostess’s grand colonial-style living room. The fans that hang from the teak ceiling are circling, and everything seems to be moving in slow motion. I watch a fly do a halfhearted loop-de-loop. Even the insects get sluggish in this heat. Things are starting to get particularly hot on the sofa, so Kat clears her throat.


Elvis and Busara instantly scoot a few inches apart. I honestly don’t know why they bother. Everyone knows they’ve been together since the day they met. But now that Busara’s mother is here on the island, they’ve been acting skittish, like a couple at an eighth-grade dance.


“Simon!” Busara cries out cheerfully when she sees me. She’s been in the simulation for over twenty-four hours, and they do say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but her enthusiasm seems a bit much. She’s overcompensating for something.


“Is it done?” I ask bluntly.


“Yes, and the operation was a resounding success,” Busara informs me. “Wayne showed up. When he saw me there, he was mad as hell.”


Kat snickers. There’s no one she hates more than her stepfather. “I bet.”


“So they don’t know what really happened to us?”


“Nope,” Busara tells me. “Our secret is safe.”


Along with the relief comes a nagging anxiety. There are so many questions I want to ask. But I’m not sure I want to hear the answers.


Busara’s watching me like she knows something. “Your face looks better,” she says.


There are mirrors everywhere in this place. I know what I look like. I preferred the bruises around my eyes when they were a lovely purple. Now they’re an unsettling green. “Thanks,” I respond.


“She’s just being polite. It’s not that much better,” Elvis says. “But you weren’t very good-looking to begin with, so it really isn’t much of a loss.”


I love that Ukrainian head case. He gives me the truth, no matter how brutal. And that’s how I like it. I don’t need the facts polished or prettied up.


I glance over at the nearest mirror. A large white bandage covers my nose. Before the doctors could fix it, they had to break it again. One had the chutzpah to ask if I was interested in making a few improvements. I told her no, of course. Without the nose I was born with—the glorious schnoz I inherited from the Kishka—I wouldn’t even know who I am.


My nose will heal in time. I’m still not so sure about the rest of me. The Company had me for two whole days. There’s no telling what they’ve done.


I remember being at the Waldorf Astoria. I was there in flesh and blood. I experienced it all firsthand. I know what happened. But what came afterward makes me question every memory I have.


In my mind’s eye I can still see Kat standing over me. We’re in a suite inside one of New York’s most expensive hotels, and she’s just pulled me out of Otherworld. She shouts at me to get up, we have to get out. I can see the terror on her face. In the space of a second, I’m on my feet. Kat has me by the hand and she’s dragging me to the door. But it’s too late. Wayne and his men are already there.


Elvis and Busara aren’t in the room. I don’t know where they are, and I hope like hell they’ve managed to escape. Wayne sends two of his men down to the lobby to search for them. Then he rolls up his shirtsleeves and turns to me.


What followed is a blur. The next thing I remember is passing an old woman in the hallway of the hotel. She clapped a hand over her mouth and pressed her back to the wall when she caught sight of my face. I’m sure I was hideous. Wayne really knows how to throw a punch. And there wasn’t much chance he’d miss with his men holding my arms behind my back.


The Company men took us out through the hotel’s secret garage—the one royalty and presidents use. I figured my hours were numbered. By the end of the day, my body would be found floating facedown in the harbor. My only thought was how to save Kat. But the Company had no intention of killing either of us—at least, not right away. We had something they wanted to take from us first.


Kat and I were smuggled into the Company’s headquarters in a Manhattan skyscraper. There we were strapped down, and strange white helmets with no visors were placed on our heads. I don’t know how long mine was on. As soon as it began humming, my thoughts turned to static, and I lost all track of time.


It wasn’t until later that I found out what they did to us. The Company had extracted at least a month’s worth of memories from Kat and me. I doubt the tech in the helmets had been thoroughly tested. There’s no telling what the process did to my brain. I think it’s safe to say that the Company wouldn’t have minded much if the extraction had killed us. They were desperate to discover what Kat and I knew.


After we escaped, they tried to use the data they’d collected to determine what actions we might take next. So they ran a computer simulation using the memories they’d stolen. My skin still crawls just thinking about it. While my body lay there helplessly, the Company invaded my brain. Wayne now knows almost everything that happened to Kat and me between April and May. He saw our first kiss back at home in New Jersey. He was watching over us whenever we slept side by side. I hope he enjoyed the part where I shot him. That’s one memory I’ll never get tired of reliving.


But the Company didn’t see everything. With the help of Elvis and our current hostess, Busara was able to access the simulation, which had to run in real time. She took on her own double as an avatar. She didn’t change much in the simulation. Wayne needed to think everything was happening just as it had. Busara only made a few tiny tweaks to our story. But those tweaks ensured that, even with all the data they’ve stolen, there’s no way the Company can predict our next step.


Busara stands up and takes me by the arm. Elvis says nothing, but they’ve clearly discussed whatever Busara intends to do. She guides me outside to the same railing where I’ve been standing all day. I think they all assume that I’m soothed by the ocean. They don’t know I’ve been watching and waiting for the next attack.


Busara lets go of my arm and shoves her hands into the pockets of her linen jumpsuit. It’s a signal of sorts—an alert that some straight talk is on the way. Like Elvis, Busara rarely minces words. I trust her now—and I’ve almost forgiven her for getting me into this mess.


“Elvis told me you’ve been worried about our doubles—and what happened to them when the simulation ended,” Busara says.


“What made them any less real than the Children?” I ask. We risked our lives to save the sentient residents of Otherworld. But we did nothing to spare our own digital clones.


Busara gazes out across the ocean. In profile she resembles an ancient queen. “I don’t know how to answer that question,” she tells me. “But I can tell you that it was an act of mercy to end the simulation.” She turns and catches my eye. “Something went wrong with your double, Simon. The simulation wasn’t a perfect copy. He’d lost touch with reality—”


“Reality?” I butt in.


“Okay, let me rephrase,” Busara replies. I listen to the waves as she decides what to say next. They’re all so careful with me these days. “Your double told me Earth and Otherworld were colliding in his head. He was seeing Otherworld beasts in Central Park. The goat man from the wasteland showed up inside the Museum of Natural History. All of it was driving him nuts. The guy was in mental agony. I don’t think he could have survived much longer.”


I suppose that makes me feel a little bit better. I only see the occupants of Otherworld in my dreams. If they started showing up here, I’d probably throw myself in the ocean. “So he was pretty messed up?”


“Yeah,” Busara said. “It had gotten so bad that he’d started having conversations with your dead grandfather.”


I stare at the horizon. “Really? That bad?” I say.
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THE ISLAND



I’ve discovered the perfect definition of love. You know you’re in love when you trust someone enough to let her know you might be losing your mind.


“Stop. You’re not crazy.” Kat wraps an arm around my shoulder and whispers in my ear. Then she pauses and reconsiders. “Well, not in that way.”


Kat and I are down by the cove. It’s a horseshoe-shaped strip of beach surrounded by tall rocks. A school of blue fish darts away as we approach the water, past the sea urchin colony that makes swimming perilous. When the tide is out, the ocean barely covers their sharp black spines. I sit down on the damp sand and Kat joins me. This is the one part of the island where I experience something like peace. Nothing has changed here for thousands of years. With the waves crashing against the cliffs, we can’t be overheard. Along with the balcony, it’s one of two places on the property Kat and I go to talk. She’s pretty sure every room in the house is bugged. It’s not that I don’t trust our hostess. I don’t trust anyone. After you’ve had your brain invaded and your memories recorded, you really start to value your privacy.


Kat’s wild hair is flowing in the wind. The sun’s turned her skin a deep bronze and brought out every freckle. “Thanks, but having my girlfriend say I’m sane is like hearing my mom say I’m handsome,” I try to joke. But I can’t manage a smile. Busara’s words have been haunting me all day. She thought the other me was too nuts to survive.


“I’m not joking, Simon,” Kat insists. If I weren’t in such a shitty mood I’d laugh. When Kat gets serious, she could take over the world. “There’s nothing wrong with your brain. I think the Kishka is a feature, not a bug. Most people don’t listen to their intuition. Yours takes on human form and talks like a gangster from the 1960s.”


That deserves a kiss, though I’m still not sure I believe her. When we’re done, I change the subject. I’m tired of discussing my mental illness. “Let’s go for a walk,” I say, standing up and reaching out for her hand.


The air here smells like Thanksgiving every day of the year. Two centuries ago, the entire island was a nutmeg plantation. That’s all we’ve been told, but it’s impossible to ignore the history lurking underneath that fact. Slaves constructed the beautiful old house in which we’ve been staying. Men, women and children were forced to work in the groves. This entire place was built with cruelty and misery. Not many people live on the island these days. The ones who tend the gardens and operate the gun towers are probably paid well. Our hostess says she treats them like family. She’ll need their loyalty when the trouble comes.


Elvis says places like this have become the ultimate status symbol for the ultrawealthy. Every multibillionaire now has a fortress where they can hide from their fears. Some worry about water wars. Most are waiting for the poor to take up arms. Our hostess lives in terror of global economic collapse. That’s why she’s constructing a remote island stronghold. The old colonial mansion is just for show. Eventually it will be turned into an office and guesthouse. Her real home will be built into the rocky mountain in the center of the island. I haven’t seen the work site—none of us has. I doubt Abigail would give us a tour if we begged. I suppose we belong to the class who’ll soon turn against her. She does make a pretty good case for her vision of the future, I gotta say. She can tell you exactly how a rise in the price of pork belly will eventually end with the extinction of the human species. Knowing what I do, I’d say extinction is the least of our worries.


“Are you ready to go back?” Kat asks. I think it’s her way of asking if I’ll be okay.


“We told Elvis and Busara we’d be back in an hour. We’ve only been gone fifteen minutes.”


“Not to the house,” she says. “Back to New York.”


I look around at the sparkling white sand, turquoise water and vibrant jungle. “Yeah,” I say. I can’t fucking wait to get off this island. The whole place gives me the creeps. Whatever happened here in the past will never wash away.


We turn to make our way back and see a woman walking toward us, wading through the foamy edges of the waves. She’s watching her feet as if waiting for the sand to open up underneath them. Her cheerful yellow dress is at odds with her somber expression.


That was one of the other tweaks Busara made to the simulation. She hid her mother’s whereabouts from the Company. After her husband disappeared, Nasha Ogubu and her daughter moved to the East Coast. Busara enrolled in school in Brockenhurst, New Jersey, but her mother’s life seemed to stall. She’s still struggling to adapt to an existence without her husband.


Convincing Nasha to join us on the island wasn’t as hard as Busara expected. Getting her mother to visit James Ogubu’s avatar in Otherworld has been a whole different story. Before he died, James uploaded his consciousness into an avatar. Aside from a body, everything that made him human is in Otherworld. Busara keeps asking Nasha to go see him, and her mother always refuses. She seems to think James’s avatar is a ghost—a bit of lingering energy that’s taken the form of a man. She says it’s not how she wants to remember her husband.


Nasha Ogubu offers a warm smile when she sees us on the beach. Then she silently carries on. All she ever does is endlessly walk the island, as if the grief will overtake her if she ever comes to a stop.


Kat and I reach the mansion’s living room just as a movie screen is descending from an opening hidden between the two-hundred-year-old ceiling beams. I start to wonder what the evil slave-owning bastards who once ran this island would have done with technology like ours. Then I realize it’s a stupid question. The answer is all around us. Technology has changed. Humanity hasn’t. We’re still the same species that tortured and terrorized its own kind. Now we just use different tools.


“Welcome back.” Busara’s trying to play it cool, but the way she’s eyeing me says everything.


“Nervous breakdown averted?” Elvis asks, and I have to laugh. What else could I do? “Good. ’Cause I’m not sure I’d want to find out what kind of mental health facilities might be available here on Paranoia Island.”


“Stop!” Kat snickers as she puts a finger to her lips.


“Oh, come on,” Elvis replies. “You think it’s news to anyone? Besides, if she’s spying on us, she deserves to hear it.”


The subject is making me anxious. Crazy or not, our hostess is not someone to be toyed with. Anyone who builds a fortress like this is a person who takes herself very seriously. “What are you guys planning to watch?” I ask to change the topic.


“The Company just released two new OtherEarth ads,” Busara says. “One’s for the regular game. The other is for the exclusive disk version. It was sent to potential clients and got leaked to the press.”


I take a seat on the arm of the sofa. The Company has produced six ads for OtherEarth so far, and sixteen million sets of the augmented reality glasses have been preordered. That’s almost twice the number of people who live in New York. Soon the entire island of Manhattan will become a giant playground. Unlike virtual reality, which makes you leave your world behind, augmented reality merely adds layers of fantasy to what you ordinarily see. You can hunt down aliens in Central Park or explore Manhattan in 2300.


It’s all fairly harmless—until you sync the OtherEarth glasses with a disk. Like the disks used in Otherworld, they allow you to experience a fantasy with all five senses. But with OtherEarth, those fantasies take place here on Earth. And you get to pick the “people” who’ll share them.


Busara clicks the Play button on the remote, and the screen lights up. The first OtherEarth ad starts with a view of the ocean on a sunny day. Then something black appears on the surface, like the back of a massive whale. It keeps rising as the camera pulls back. The Statue of Liberty appears. This is New York Harbor. A pair of burning red eyes emerges from the murky gray water, and the beast they belong to continues to grow until it towers over the Statue of Liberty. All we can see is its massive legs as it crushes the statue beneath one of its feet. The camera trembles as the beast issues a deafening roar and makes a beeline for the Freedom Tower, leaving a wake of rubble through lower Manhattan.


“OtherEarth,” says the announcer. “It’s your world, only better. Available August fifteenth.”


“Meh,” Elvis says dismissively. “I’m not so impressed by this one. I mean, the Company could create any monster they want, but they have to steal their ideas from a twentieth-century Japanese film? Lame. Give me thirty minutes and I’ll come up with a million better ways to destroy Manhattan.”


I get the sense that Elvis has spent a lot of time pondering the subject. It’s hardly a testament to his psychological health, but at the moment, I’m far more concerned about my own mental state. I’m wondering why I’ve been staring at the ocean since I got to this island, waiting for something to rise out of it. I played the Godzilla game after Alexei Semenov’s brother gave me the Other-Earth headset. Maybe that’s how the giant reptile got stuck in my brain. Maybe not.


“Let’s have a look at the next ad,” Busara says.


A beautiful sunset appears on the screen. We see a man resting on a chaise longue, looking out over a city that resembles Los Angeles. The scene’s shot from behind—we can’t see the man’s face. But it’s clear from his salt-and-pepper hair and opulent surroundings that he’s an older man of means. He picks up a pair of glasses from the table beside him and puts them on.


I hear Busara gasp.


“What the fuck?” Elvis shouts.


I feel the sofa bounce as Elvis jumps to his feet, but I don’t take my eyes off the screen for a second.


A woman has appeared in the chair beside the man in the ad. Her face remains out of sight, but even from behind, her close-cropped hair and deep brown skin look all too familiar. She holds out a hand to the man and he takes it. The camera pans in on the hands as she caresses his thumb with her own. It’s like half the commercials you see for erectile dysfunction—except the women in those ads are real. In OtherEarth you can order up any companion you like.


“OtherEarth,” says the same announcer. “You can feel the difference.”


The commercial ends. The screen goes black. No one in the room says a thing. Elvis is standing frozen in the center of the room. Then the spell breaks and he spins around.


“How did they get footage of Busara?” he demands. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this agitated before. He looks like he’s going to explode.


“We don’t know for sure that it’s me,” Busara says calmly.


“Trust me. I’ve spent a lot of time staring at you from behind. That was you.” Then Elvis stops. “Shit, that sounded bad. Sorry.” He’s been trying to cut back on the dirty jokes. We all know it’s been hard for him. I don’t think any of us really care; we’re just impressed he’s making the effort.


“Let’s not get bent out of shape. The Company’s trolling us,” Kat says. “They don’t know what we have. It’s all psy-ops. They’re doing their best to freak us out.”


“Well, ding, ding, ding!” Elvis shouts. “Guess what! We have a winner.”


“Come on, Elvis,” Busara says. “It’s not that big a deal. There’s a reason they didn’t show my face. They didn’t have enough footage to re-create it.”


“I think he’s jealous,” Kat stage-whispers to Busara. “He wants to be in an OtherEarth ad too.”


I turn to Busara, who’s struggling to hide a grin. I’m far too anxious to be amused. “You’re sure they don’t know about Max?” I ask.


Her grin fades. “Positive. In the simulation, your mother gave you George Reynolds’s name and told you he was the lawyer defending the homicidal director. You got back to the hotel and showed it to me. I took the name and number and said I’d call for you, but I never did. There’s no way the Company could know what Reynolds sent us in real life.”


“They saw the list Alexei Semenov gave me, though? The one with all the OtherEarth users who ended up dead or in jail?”


Busara frowns, annoyed by my line of questioning. “I did everything exactly the way we planned it, Simon. I let them see Semenov’s list so they’d chase the red herrings. What’s going on? You don’t sound like you trust me.”


“I trust you,” I tell her. And I do. “I’ve just got a really bad feeling about all of this. I think—”


I stop abruptly when I hear the clicking of stiletto heels. We all know who it is. The four of us spin around in unison.


A deeply tanned blonde dressed in ivory silk is approaching. It’s impossible to say how old she is—or to guess what she might once have looked like. The world’s best surgeons have transformed her into a feline beauty who’s both attractive and terrifying. Having gotten to know Abigail Prince during our stay, I’d say that’s exactly the look she was after.


Abigail focuses her gaze on my face. She always speaks to me as if I’m the only person in the room.


“Good afternoon,” she purrs. “I’m afraid we have a problem.”




[image: image]



MAX



The last time I saw my mother in person, we were at the American Museum of Natural History in Manhattan. She gave me some money and George Reynolds’s phone number. The lawyer had recently acquired a new client—a well-known movie director who’d tried to murder an actress. At the time of his arrest, the director had been wearing a pair of chunky black glasses.


I called the lawyer as soon as I got back to the hotel. And as soon as I told him why I was calling, he promptly hung up on me.


Thirty minutes later, there was a knock on the door of our suite at the Waldorf. A porter handed me a plain white envelope. Inside was a single piece of paper, and on that paper was a name and a phone number. Abigail Prince. At the very bottom were two sentences scribbled out by hand: Destroy the note and envelope immediately. Don’t make any more calls from your room.


I could have kicked myself for being so stupid. It had taken a lawyer only half an hour to track me down. The next time, it could have been the Company at the door, not a porter. After I showed Busara what had arrived, I ripped the paper and envelope to shreds and flushed both down the toilet. I was about to get Googling when Kat and Elvis emerged from Otherworld. The distraction saved us. Later, after the Company searched our room, they checked our browsing history and call logs. Thankfully, Abigail Prince wasn’t on them.


When Kat and I were captured, Busara and Elvis didn’t know where to turn. Then Busara took a chance and reached out to Abigail Prince, a discount-store heiress who happens to be the tenth richest person in America. Abigail paid a team of mercenaries to free Kat and me from the Company, then whisked us all to her private Caribbean island. It wasn’t just a good deed, of course. I doubt Abigail ever feels driven to do the right thing. No, she wanted our help getting her hands on one of the few things her money can’t buy her—the freedom of her beloved and only son, Max, who’s wasting away in a jail cell in Queens, awaiting trial for murder.


Abigail may be one of the wealthiest people on earth, but if you’re in the under-twenty crowd, her son, Max, is the Prince you’re likely to know. By age sixteen Max Prince had ten million YouTube followers. Every thirteen-year-old in the United States could probably recite one of his play-throughs by heart. Unfortunately, his fame didn’t break through with older audiences until he murdered his stepfather in the most gruesome way possible.


A maid found Abigail’s fourth husband, a former captain of the Argentinian national soccer team, chopped into bite-size pieces in Max Prince’s bathtub. There was no doubt regarding the identity of the murderer. Everyone on the planet knew Max and his stepfather had despised each other. And in case that wasn’t proof enough, Max was found lounging next to the bathtub in a pool of his stepfather’s blood.


Ordinarily, such a gory family homicide might cause a rift between mother and son. Perhaps that was the intention. But Abigail Prince stuck by her heir. She knew he couldn’t be responsible for his actions. She was certain the Company had framed him.


If I’d heard Abigail’s story a year ago, I would have dismissed it as another rich mother making excuses for an overprivileged, fucked-up son. (A dynamic I happen to know all too well.) Max has never spoken a word in his own defense—in public or private. In fact, when his mother visits him, he rarely speaks at all. Which seems kind of odd for someone who made millions insulting strangers and cracking dirty jokes at his stepfather’s expense. But I could have explained that away too—if it hadn’t been for one piece of evidence that made me take Abigail Prince seriously. The maid who discovered the crime scene claimed that Max Prince was wearing black glasses when she found him. Yet the police report makes no mention of them—and Max Prince has 20/20 vision.


There’s also Max’s relationship with the Company to consider. He’d been among the first to purchase the once-coveted, limited-edition Otherworld headsets. Before the game was shelved by the Company, views of his play-throughs had broken all of his previous records. Forty million people had watched Max slay a hundred-headed monster in a realm known as Lerna. After that, the Company began to court him as a spokesperson.


Max didn’t need the Company’s money, and he didn’t want his fans to think his opinions were paid for. But he got to be friendly with several of the Company’s lead engineers. He even claimed he’d been given a tour of a secret innovation lab. Shortly afterward, Max showed his mother a pair of chunky black glasses. He told her it was a game that would change the world.


Then something happened. Max went silent. He stopped posting videos. He wouldn’t answer his phone. He sent his staff away. When Abigail turned up at his apartment one morning, he answered the door in clothes that looked like they hadn’t been changed in days. They were soaked through with sweat, and Max’s face was bright red. He was wearing the glasses he’d shown her. And he had something attached to the back of his skull. He took the glasses off, reached out and poked her as if to confirm she was real. Then he slammed the door in her face.


The next day, Max murdered his stepfather.


Abigail is convinced the Company was somehow responsible. No one else has bought her theory. Max confessed to the crime. He had a motive. He was caught literally red-handed. But I believe Max was framed for murder. All of us do. The Company set him up because he knows something. Unfortunately, we can’t call, email or text him. If we want to find out what it is, we’ll need to visit Max in person. Now that the simulation is over, we’ll be flying back to New York to see him.


But there seems to be a new problem with the plan. Abigail Prince takes the remote out of Elvis’s hand, switches over to satellite television and scrolls to CNN. A reporter is stationed in front of a Midtown skyscraper, talking to the camera, his face somber. In the background, dozens of police officers stand guard behind yellow crime scene tape. I see the reporter place his index finger on his earpiece. He bows his head for a moment while he listens; then his eyes shoot back up to the camera. He looks shaken.


“I apologize for the delay. We’ve just gotten word from Columbia Presbyterian Hospital that Scott Winston is still in surgery for injuries he sustained less than two hours ago. To repeat, Scott Winston, billionaire, philanthropist and tech pioneer, is in critical condition after a shooting outside Chimera Corp, the wildly successful software company he’s run for over ten years.”


“Wow,” Kat gasps.


I’m too shocked to respond. Winston is one of the tech world’s best-known names, and Chimera is a leading developer of multimedia and creativity software. Winston was twenty-three when he started the business. For six months, he was the youngest CEO in America. Then nineteen-year-old Milo Yolkin founded the Company. The two “boy geniuses” were good friends for almost a decade. Their relationship is said to have soured last year after Winston questioned Milo’s mental health in a television news interview.


Abigail holds up a perfectly manicured fingernail. “Wait for it,” she tells us. There’s more to come.


“The perpetrators of this brutal assassination attempt are still at large this afternoon,” the reporter continues. “Armed with what the police believe to be 3D-printed guns, they ambushed Winston on this busy Midtown street. The two of them were caught on camera by a passerby.”


The news show cuts to footage from a smartphone. The camera is wobbling, and you can hear its owner squeal with excitement as she captures a video of the famously handsome billionaire emerging from his company’s skyscraper. Then a Vespa speeds into the frame and comes to an abrupt stop. A female is driving, with a male on the seat behind her. They point what look like plastic guns at Scott Winston and his bodyguard. When their bullets hit the mark, the assailants toss the weapons and the female steps on the gas. Winston drops to the sidewalk, and his bodyguard throws himself across the CEO’s chest. But it’s too late for a human shield to be of use. The glass windows behind them have shattered and the building’s walls are splattered with Winston’s blood.


As the assailants wheel the Vespa around to make their getaway, the camera captures their faces clearly. It’s Kat and me.


Holy shit. I can’t breathe.


“The assassins have been identified as Katherine Foley and Simon Eaton of Brockenhurst, New Jersey. According to residents of Brockenhurst, both disappeared from town six weeks ago, two months short of their high school graduation. The pair’s friends and parents haven’t seen them since, but facial recognition software has allowed us to determine their whereabouts on another memorable day.”


A static picture appears on screen. It’s a smartphone snapshot. Milo Yolkin is positioned on the bow of the Staten Island Ferry, about to take his final plunge. In the photo, several Good Samaritans are rushing to grab him while a couple leans against the boat’s railing, smirking at all the commotion. Once again, it’s Kat and me.


“We’ve confirmed that Eaton and Foley were on the Staten Island Ferry the day Milo Yolkin, the Company’s twenty-nine-year-old founder, committed suicide. Whether they played some role in Yolkin’s untimely demise remains to be seen. But Eaton does have a well-documented history of animosity toward the tech industry. Two years ago, he was arrested for hacking into RoboTech, a company that manufactures robot toys for kids. Eaton reprogrammed the toys to deliver terrifying threats, scaring hundreds of small children before the products were recalled.”


“Hey!” Elvis cries out. The robot hack was his handiwork. I think he’s a bit pissed that I ended up with the credit. “It was a warning, not a threat!”


“Shush!” Abigail orders.


“Today Scott Winston was Simon Eaton’s latest target,” the reporter continues. “But police believe Winston may not be Eaton’s last. They’re asking anyone with any knowledge of either Eaton’s or Foley’s whereabouts to contact the authorities immediately.”


Abigail switches off the television and stands in front of us with her arms crossed. She’s looking at me like I’m a little kid who’s been caught pooping in the bathtub. I’m getting the feeling she thinks we’re somehow to blame.


“That wasn’t us,” I mutter.


Abigail shakes her head as if I’m hopelessly stupid. “For God’s sake, of course not,” she says. “There’s no way off this island without my authorization. What I want to know is how they did it.”


“Videos like that are called deep fakes,” Elvis explains. “Similar software’s been around for a while. It’s like Photoshop for video. I’ve heard the Chimera Corporation was set to introduce some next-level tech, but I’ve never seen anything this good. You’d need a lot of video footage to replicate someone that well.”


“We should have known this would happen.” Kat looks over at me. “If the Company can create a virtual world, they can sure as hell edit us into an iPhone video.”


“This changes everything,” I mutter.


“For you, maybe. Not for me. We made a deal,” Abigail says. “I want to know what the four of you are planning to do next.”


That, I gotta say, is an excellent question.




[image: image]



WANTED



“I’m here with Olivia Dalio, a student at Brockenhurst High,” says the television reporter. “Olivia, you were a schoolmate of Simon Eaton and Katherine Foley, is that correct?”


Olivia keeps her face tilted at a weird angle. I think she wants the camera to catch her good side, but she looks like the recipient of a bad head transplant.


“Yes, that’s right,” Olivia confirms.


“Did you ever see any sign that they might be capable of such a heinous act?”


“Oh, yeah,” says Olivia. “Simon’s definitely dangerous. He once overheard me talking to a friend about Kat, and he got all up in my face and threatened to hack my phone.”


Kat switches off the television. “Awww,” she says, planting a kiss on my cheek. “Did you really do that for me?”


Kat seems to be handling our newfound fame pretty well. I’m still reeling from the shock. The biggest manhunt in years is taking place in the United States. Kat and I have hit the top of the Most Wanted list. We’ve been watching the coverage from two thousand miles away, on an island in the Caribbean. The portraits the police are painting make us look like evil incarnate. We’ve even taken the blame for the building collapse that nearly killed Kat. They say it was a trial run—we were testing explosives. They haven’t bothered to explain why Kat was one of the victims.


Our homes have been raided. Every kid in our school has been interviewed. People I’ve never even seen before have weighed in on our sociopathic tendencies. It’s truly a next-level doxxing. Kat and I will never be able to go home again—not that either of us ever planned to. I’m sure the residents of fancy-pants Brockenhurst are mortified by the exposure. If there’s a silver lining to this bullshit, it’s that. Oh, and watching my father try to avoid the television crews parked outside his office. That’s given me some genuine pleasure. They haven’t gotten to my mother yet. I wonder where she’s been hiding out.


I have to hand it to the Company. They’ve really outdone themselves. Their doctored videos are playing nonstop on all channels. I look at myself every day in the mirror, and even I’d swear one of the assassins was me. The Company must have scanned our bodies while they stole our memories. I wonder if our doppelgängers are anatomically accurate.


The Company didn’t stop there, either. They gave us motives. I’d almost forgotten social media existed, but Kat and I both left behind old accounts that were hacked. That’s where they posted our manifesto. I don’t know who they hired to write it, but they did a fabulous job. It’s beautifully written. The Unabomber meets F. Scott Fitzgerald. In the manifesto, we warn the world that technology will eventually destroy humankind. The talking heads on television have all called it insane. I believe every goddamned word of it.


People still seem to think the world will end with an explosion of some sort. Or armed revolutions. Or environmental collapse. But that’s not how it’s going to happen. The world as we know it will end when there’s no longer a line between the real and unreal. When we can’t trust our eyes. When seeing is no longer believing—and taste, smell and touch don’t help much either. The Earth itself isn’t in danger. The planet will always be fine. It’s humanity that’s screwed. Technology will destroy us the day we can’t tell the difference between what should matter and what shouldn’t.


Most people out there have no idea how close we are to that day. Watching the Company’s videos, I realize we’re even closer than I thought.


Abigail says she expects us to have a plan by tomorrow. Despite everything, we have to save Max. Every cop, security guard and vigilante in the United States is on the hunt for Kat and me. And yet somehow, we need to get into a prison in one of the most densely populated zip codes in America to talk to a famous murderer.
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