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SINNESLÖCHEN. AN ODD NAME. THOM couldn’t trace its origin—German, Scandinavian? In the end, it didn’t matter where the company had come from. What mattered was it had folded and Thom was parked outside its former office, ready to pick over its remains after its owners had permanently closed up shop.

While the brochures he had printed and the ads he ran in the Mercury News in San Jose, California, read “Mazzy Asset Management,” Thom saw his business for what it really was—trash collecting. Everything he’d pull from the offices of bankrupt businesses around the area—furniture, fixtures, wiring, whatever was left behind—went to an auction house. Which was essentially a dump, albeit for nicer garbage. It wasn’t that Thom didn’t take his work seriously; he just disliked having to dress up what he did for a living. But people wouldn’t want to do business with someone calling himself a garbageman, so Thomas Mazzy long ago rebranded himself as an “asset manager,” complete with an ad in the yellow pages that proclaimed, “Yes, MAM!”

All around Silicon Valley, as it was increasingly known to the outside world, every conversation seemed to involve some bullshit pretense about the other person’s job—who they knew, why they were in town, what amazing whatever they were working on. Companies offering vague services, with inscrutable names like Symantec, Activision, and Electronic Arts were springing up left and right. Everyone claimed they were someone, or something, they most likely were not.

Thom joked he was in the business of failure. After all, if other companies weren’t going under, his would. He made a living out of picking up the pieces when things went belly-up. Silicon Valley was the new Wild West. Being the guy who hauled bodies out of the street after a shoot-out wasn’t glamorous, but there was no shortage of work.

But this kind of blithe cynicism helped mask an inadequacy he’d long felt, having to work with his hands in a city where your head was what mattered. If he was flippant about what he did, Thom figured, no one could accuse him of taking too seriously a job that was more likely to give him a hernia than it was a comfortable retirement.

Thom’s first “asset management” job for the month of September 1982 was at its outset no different from the rest. An auction house he worked with regularly, Gordon-Smith Antiquities, had acquired ownership of everything that wasn’t considered structural inside a warehouse that had served as a research and development center for Sinneslöchen. Thom and his crew were being paid to go in and pull anything Gordon-Smith could potentially sell. “Anything” meant anything, in some cases down to in-wall wiring and light bulbs. The irony that the same items would just shift to another space he might end up gutting a year later wasn’t lost on Thom; sometimes he wondered how often he’d pulled and coiled the same runs of phone cable without realizing it.

He watched as Bernie Coen pulled into the parking lot in front of Sinneslöchen’s now-vacant office, a pair of seventeen-year-old meatheads jostling about the bed of his rusting F-150. Besides himself and Bernie, he’d hire college and high school students off the books. They’d get a little beer money; he’d get extra muscle so he could give his own a break.

Bernie introduced the boys as Kevin and Chris. As soon as they were out of the truck, they were horsing around the parking lot. Thom shot Bernie a wary look as they started for the entrance. “You know them?”

“Through Kevin’s mom,” Bernie replied, drawing a half-cocked eyebrow from Thom. “Not like that.”

Thom wasn’t so sure. For a middle-aged guy with zero prospects and about a quarter of his hair left, Bernie got around.

You never knew what to expect on a job. Gordon-Smith paid Thom for every pallet he could load down, but there was always the risk of a lean exchange. You might walk into a warehouse on the first day of a job to find it was all but empty. Sinneslöchen, at first glance, seemed promising—short of a coffeepot, the reception area looked intact. A front desk with pens and a stapler neatly arranged on top, leather chair, large potted palm in need of a long drink; Thom half expected a receptionist to wander out and say they had the wrong address.

They moved from the offices to the maw of a research and development wing, which sat behind heavy steel doors fixed with twin dead bolts. Thom cycled through the keys Gordon-Smith had provided until he found one that fit the locks, each opening with a heavy clank. Passing through the doors, they were staggered by how much had been left behind. Thom kept tabs on big items like furniture and fixtures so Bernie could track the rest—tools, electronics, raw materials for fabricating who knows what.

It didn’t take long for them to realize this job was a serious windfall—and for Thom to develop a vague, uneasy sense about the space. It was too complete, as if whoever had been working there simply… vanished. In the corner of one cluttered workspace, he noted a desk calendar open to March 5, 1982.

Bernie caught him staring. “What is it?”

Thom nodded toward the date. “You suppose that’s the last time someone was here? That was… almost seven months ago.”

Uninterested, Bernie was already moving on. “My sister gave me one for Hanukkah. I forgot about it and stopped tearing off pages. Lousy gift.”

But something about it bothered Thom. Everything’s just been sitting here, all this time? Running his finger along a workspace, it cut a line through a thick layer of dust.

It called to mind a story he remembered reading as a child, in a book about ghost ships. A boat had been found adrift at sea—dinner on tables in the mess hall untouched, nothing amiss but no crew to be seen. It was as if they’d all decided to jump ship at the same spontaneous moment, for no clear reason.



In four hours, they’d loaded ten pallets with everything from the front offices—seemingly new, mod-ish furniture, rows of gunmetal-gray filing cabinets, box after box of desk supplies. When Thom tried to lift the palm, the fronds shuddered off and onto the floor—it wound up in a dumpster outside, but the rest of what they’d collected filled the company’s rusted box truck.

After all that, the R&D area was still untouched.

Thom drove to Gordon-Smith Antiquities and unloaded the pallets solo, so Bernie and the boys could continue working. He poked his head past the door of account manager Mila Novik—very pretty and, per several past interactions, very uninterested in anything beyond a professional relationship with Thom.

“Hey, Mila.”

“Oh. Hi.” Something in her voice, a register of apprehension, hollowed out Thom’s stomach—like she was girding herself to turn him down again.

He was quick to try to deflect. “I was just— What do you, uh— Do you know anything about this job? This place? Sinne-something.”

Mila shrugged. “They were making video games, I think.”

That was it. Thom thought about pressing for more information but feared he’d come off sounding like an idiot.



As the day progressed and the crew worked its way across the R&D space, stacking and tagging pallet after pallet of workbenches, tools, and industrial-sized spools of jacketed copper wire, Thom’s unease was replaced by confusion. Granted, he knew next to nothing about what went on inside the places he was hired to pick over—“research,” “fabrication,” “testing” were all words he understood, just not in the context of Silicon Valley. But he’d seen enough spaces over the years to recognize the usual tools of the trade.

Everything here looked off—not wrong or amateur. Unorthodox. Rows of rectangular glass screens had a kind of artisan appearance on their concave insides, covered in what had to be thousands of pinprick dimples made from a kind of silvery resin. They weighed far more, by themselves, than a full TV set of equal size. The circuit boards and power plants all looked too complex, too densely constructed. The fact that there wasn’t a finished product or prototype in sight, or even a clear endgame in the form of blueprints or schematics, only served to deepen this enigmatic quality.

But Thom kept these musings to himself, and work continued at a steady clip through lunch, which the group took inside the cavernous space on account of a steady rain that had blown in. By late afternoon they’d made two additional trips back to Gordon-Smith, and the R&D floor was starting to look empty.

In clearing parts, boxed and otherwise, off several rows of wire racks toward the back of the space, Thom came upon something unexpected: a door, set flush with the wall and without a handle. Another pair of heavy-duty twin dead-bolt locks kept it sealed shut. It wasn’t hidden per se, but the nature of its construction and the way the racks had been arranged made it hard to spot. If they hadn’t been picking the space over, they would’ve missed it.

Freeing a key ring from his battered denim pocket, Thom began trying keys to see which might fit. Bernie soon joined him, with curiosity getting the better of Chris and Kevin, too.

Chris tossed a nod at the door. “Take it off the hinges.”

Tagging his shoulder, Kevin pointed toward the seam. “They’re on the inside, dumbass.”

Stepping closer, Bernie examined the strange construction. “You sure you don’t have the key?”

Thom tossed him the ring. “Maybe I missed it.” But he hadn’t, and he knew it. Fishing a pry bar out of a weathered tool bag, he walked back up to the door. Still trying keys, Bernie saw what his boss was about to do and quickly took a step back.

Wedging the bar in between the door and the jamb, Thom put his weight against it. The frame began to creak, slowly starting to give. As Thom leaned into the door, a small sheet of paper slipped up and out of his flannel pocket. Pulled through the air, it flattened itself against the seam. For a moment they all stared, uncertain what had just happened.

Breaking their daze, Thom reached out and peeled the paper away from the seam, then ran his hand along it, feeling a mild vacuum. Taking a step back, he let go of the paper again. They all watched as it was grabbed midflight and plastered against the seam once more. Cautioning the others to step back, Thom resumed leaning on the pry bar—the drywall began to splinter—until finally, the door was flung open with a loud crack.

The interior of the hidden room looked like something out of 2001: A Space Odyssey—floor to ceiling white, smooth surfaces with few visible lines, antiseptic in appearance. There seemed to be a separate ventilation system running inside, louder than the one in the main space and powerful enough you could feel its chilled push-pull when you passed through the right spots.

“It’s a clean room,” Bernie said, receiving three blank stares in response. “When you don’t want anything contaminating what you’re building. Or whatever you’re building contaminating you.”

Chris froze. “You serious? Is it dangerous?”

Bernie smirked a little as he explained. “This room’s not going to kill you. There’s no masks or suits or glove boxes. It’s just, the kind of work that’s done in these places is sensitive. Speck of dust or a stray hair and you’re shit out of luck.”

As usual, Thom thought, when someone wasn’t familiar with whatever esoteric concept Bernie found a way to drum up, the man went out of his way to make it seem as though this was something everyone else knew about. Thom had known Bernie for years and valued his work ethic and friendship, but sometimes he wanted to bust his jaw for being such a smarmy son of a bitch.

True to its name, a few tools had been left on a workbench, but other than those—and of course, the lone arcade cabinet standing in its center—the clean room was, well, exceptionally clean.

Of course, the cabinet.

It was a coin-operated video game, but there was no marquee above the screen, no printed graphics on the sides, just a white particleboard box with a coin door and the usual joystick-plunger configuration. Like a generic, store-brand equivalent. Still on its way to being finished, it had been abandoned just like everything else inside.

Chris spotted a cord around the cabinet’s back and plugged it in. As a cascade of boot files crisscrossed the flickering screen, it was obvious they were looking at something different. The display was unbelievably vibrant, with the visuals—just text to this point—so crisp and clear that anyone who’d even wandered past an arcade before would know that this was unusual.

Finally, a title appeared on-screen—Polybius.

Press Start, the display beckoned.

“Neat. Back to work,” Bernie chuffed, herding Chris and Kevin from the room and leaving Thom to complete an inventory.

“What’s it doing in here?” It took Thom a moment to realize there was no one around to speculate on an answer—they’d all left. He hadn’t noticed.

Thom started to walk the space, taking stock. It was difficult not to glance back at the display as he moved and eventually he couldn’t take his eyes off it. He crossed the floor and stood in front of it, transfixed. He didn’t care about video games—the Atari 2600 he’d bought a few years ago was boxed up in his garage—but here, he couldn’t refuse the vibrant lure.

He fished a quarter from his pocket, dropped it in, and pressed the small lighted button labeled START. Hands hovering over the analog stick and two plungers that made up the control scheme, Thom watched as a series of lines appeared around the title on-screen, gradually overtaking its shape and forming a maze that grew more and more complex, faster and faster, until its structure overwhelmed the screen and the in-game camera swooped down toward its entrance.

Thom was awestruck—he’d never seen anything like this. The level of detail and fluidity of motion felt cinematic. A path extended before him, into a dark space bounded on either side by stone walls. Almost like a cavern.

He nudged the joystick forward, stepping inside. Looked left, right. Tried the plungers: one caused him to jump; the other raised a torch. Tipping the joystick back rotated his point of view—there was something in the distance behind him. Vaguely humanoid but cloaked by the dark, not clear or defined enough at this range to rightly call it a figure. More like a figment, looming there in the dark. As it shifted, mass gently swaying, glints of what looked like silvery eyeshine could be seen, flowing tiny arcs of mercury that dissolved into then re-emerged from the dark.

Maybe I’m supposed to go that way, Thom thought. But as he walked in the direction of the figment, it started moving toward him. Instinctively, Thom let go of the joystick, and his character froze. For a moment, so did the figment, as if mirroring his actions. But then it took another step toward him. Then another. Again, deliberate, ground crunching beneath heavy feet as it advanced.

It felt wrong.

Jamming the joystick forward, Thom ran into the cavern, finding himself inside the maze that had formed moments earlier.

As he moved, he could hear the figment behind him, gaining ground. It was almost as if Thom could feel its breath on his neck. He knew he couldn’t stop—if he did, it would be on him, and it’d be over.



It was Bernie’s hand on his shoulder that snapped Thom back to reality.

“You all right, boss?”

It felt to Thom as if he was coming out of a deep sleep. He had absolutely no idea how much time had passed since he’d stepped in front of the cabinet. As Bernie considered him, amused by his confusion, Thom felt a sudden, burning swell of resentment at the smirk curling over his old friend’s face.

Glancing at the spartan inventory Thom had taken of the room’s contents, Bernie asked, a little disbelievingly, “This everything?”

Thom snapped, “I’m too stupid to write a fucking list?” The truth was that Thom had missed more than a few items, including most obviously the cabinet itself. But his mind was elsewhere, replaying what he saw as another jab at his intellect from Bernie.

Thrown by the venom in Thom’s voice, Bernie raised a hand as if to say no harm intended, but the gesture had the opposite effect—Thom’s eyes narrowed at being told how to feel.

In a flash Thom found himself springing forward, hands seizing Bernie’s neck. Bernie struggled, but Thom was driven by a dark energy so primal there was nothing Bernie could do to escape his grasp. The same anger he buried every time he absorbed one of life’s little slights—cut off in traffic, interrupted in a conversation, rebuffed by a woman—bubbled back all at once. It turned out that everything he’d taught himself to shake off was still there, waiting for its moment to scream out from the dark.

Thom could feel bone twisting beneath the weathered skin of Bernie’s neck, see the veins in his eyes bursting as his friend gasped for air and struggled to break free. The wet, stuttering cracks Bernie’s spine made as it snapped were a rhapsody to Thom. He cast the lifeless body to the floor and left the clean room, searching for Chris and Kevin. Little fuckers. He’d never felt such pure, focused purpose in all his life.

But in reality, Thom hadn’t moved an inch—and there was Bernie, hand still raised.

The realizations came in waves, each hitting harder than the last. It had been inside his head, a horrible thing to let himself imagine—worse because he’d taken a kind of elemental pleasure in snapping the life out of another person. One he knew and trusted.

Thom felt sick, couldn’t stop sweating, stop thinking about how real it had all seemed… how distressingly right it had all felt. He silently reassured himself he’d lost a moment of time to a perverse kind of daydream. That was it. Strange, but not representative of his true self. It must be this place. All day it had been giving him bad vibes, and he’d let it get into his head.

Recognizing something was wrong, Bernie set the inventory aside and approached his friend. Struggling to parse dream from reality, Thom was suddenly seized with terror—Bernie had been dead on the floor seconds earlier, now he was moving toward him? He backpedaled, fear in his eyes, bumping into a workbench. Bernie froze in response. He didn’t understand what or why something might set Thom off and simply asked again, “You all right, boss?”

For a long moment Thom just stared, finally shaking off the feeling as much as he could and nodding in response. Checking his watch, he couldn’t make sense out of what he saw. “What time do you have?”

Bernie checked his Casio. “Five thirty. Are you sure you’re—”

“Five thirty?”

It had been two hours since they’d found the room. Probably ninety minutes since Thom jimmied open the door, and at least an hour since he’d been left alone inside. When had he started playing? He couldn’t remember anything since Bernie, Chris, and Kevin had left him to take inventory.

“Did you get enough sleep last night?” Bernie, too, was trying to figure out what the hell had just happened but didn’t know the right questions to ask.

“I just zoned out.” Thom’s eyes drifted from Bernie for a moment, floating over the stark white of the clean room. “This place is a little weird, huh?” Thom asked. He added a laugh, hoping to cut the tension, but his unease was clear. Bernie went to say something, but before he could, Thom nodded toward the door. “We have an hour. Just keep those two on track, okay?” Thrown by the strange interaction, Bernie nodded and went. He was glad to get out of there. Away from Thom.

Left alone again, Thom tried to reconsider the sequence of events. But whatever he did, however he came at it, there was a hole in his memory, a gap where he couldn’t say what he’d done, said, thought, or felt. It simply wasn’t there. Which was on top of the fact that he’d imagined killing someone so vividly, he felt compelled to peer out of the clean room to make sure Bernie still drew breath.

The clean room.

Like that, Bernie’s peculiar turn of phrase suddenly dug its way back under Thom’s skin. For fuck’s sake. Why’d he have to say it? Why even bring it up? Who cares? He probably made those kids feel like idiots too. They’re just kids. But everyone knows, right, Bernie?

I swear to God, if he does that one more time, I’ll fucking kill him.

Thom’s mind slammed into reverse. I wouldn’t do that, he thought. Couldn’t. The push-and-pull of perspectives made him paranoid he’d say or do something he shouldn’t. He was frozen, mind racing between deep regret over what he’d imagined doing and furious indignance toward Bernie that made him hot, as if a fire had caught inside and was spreading, boiling his blood and bones.

On his periphery he could see the display flashing, shimmering so brightly it seemed to burn in around the corners of his eyes. Wherever he looked, he saw trails of light, a ghostly form lingering a step out of sight. He squeezed his eyes shut in an attempt to will the light away, but instead it clarified, from faint wisps into an enveloping, fluid rush of dark lines that wrapped around the room, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Boom, pulse, boom, pulse.

But then something intruded—a sharp crunch. The sound of the figment stepping toward him out of the dark.

Thom’s eyes sprang open, and he found himself standing in front of the cabinet, hands hovering over the controls. But he hadn’t felt himself move, hadn’t taken a step.

Or had I?

Suddenly the screen went blank, the audio silent. Thom saw Chris crouched nearby, coiling the power cord then taping it to the cabinet’s back. By the door, Kevin waited with a dolly. “We’re done in the other room. Mr. Coen asked us to start emptying this one,” he said. Thom stepped aside as the boys shuffled the cabinet onto the dolly, not thinking to offer any help. He just watched, once again lost and struggling to recall what had happened, where his time had gone.

He saw Bernie eyeing him from the R&D floor, a peculiar smile curling over his lips as Chris wheeled the cabinet away. It seemed genuine—like he’d caught Thom slacking but still understood the need to take a moment for yourself now and then, even on the job.

Or was Bernie happy in tacitly embarrassing him, by sending some dumb kid to do his job? Silently chiding, reminding him he’d wasted an hour staring at that screen like an idiot—that he’d caught him shirking his responsibilities—that things would be better off with him in charge and Thom taking orders?

Fuck him, Thom thought as he crossed the now-empty R&D floor, footsteps echoing in the cavernous space. I’ll kill him.
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MONEY FROM SILICON VALLEY HAD flowed so gradually into the small northern California town of Tasker Bay, the question of when the area had really started changing was one of the most debated topics among its “original” locals. Many still regarded their home as a fishing town, a farming town. In truth it was now more or less just a town, a place where people spent their evenings and weekends, not where they made a living or contributed anything meaningful to the world.

A combination of lower-priced real estate relative to San Jose coupled with proximity to Silicon Valley had, over the last five years, transformed the area from a hardscrabble, working-class coastal town into a high-end suburb. Locals who didn’t sell out and move elsewhere found it harder and harder to make ends meet in an area where the price of everything was rising faster than their own wages. The things their town had for years provided—hauls of mushrooms, peppers, and greens; nets teeming with striped bass that filled the town’s namesake bay; services needed to keep the like operational—were not of interest to this new breed of resident. Their only concern was acquiring property, and they’d pay far enough above market to the point that, for most locals, it seemed foolish to say no.

There was a sense among those who hadn’t sold that the ground was shifting uncontrollably beneath their feet. That someday soon, most if not all of them would be priced out of their town. Their home. This made people uneasy, and that unease echoed. Nerves perpetuated more nerves. Resentment simmered. And even though no one would acknowledge it, it felt like it was only a matter of time before those ill feelings would manifest in real-world consequences.



Andi Winston and her mother, Rachel, were part of Tasker Bay’s new wave, though they hadn’t come looking for cheap real estate. They were looking for refuge. Rachel’s marriage to Andi’s father, Devon, had gone from unstable to unsustainable over the past few years. His open disdain for her had begun to infect Andi, and the mood swings he suffered had increased not only in frequency, but volatility. Devon had long refused treatment for his condition, and while Rachel was a practicing MD, she was also his wife, whom he saw fit to blame for whatever went wrong. Doctor or not, he didn’t care—she was the last person he’d take advice from. Especially after she’d suggested that he might be bipolar.

The damage this was doing to her own relationship with Andi finally grew too great to bear, so Rachel closed her family practice in the San Jose suburb of Dobern, uprooting herself and a then-sixteen-year-old Andi to Tasker Bay, where the burgeoning population of transplants readily embraced a doctor who’d come from the same “modern” world they’d all recently left.

Andi wasn’t oblivious, understanding that things weren’t well between her parents. She didn’t know why, though she had her theories—many centered around things her father had said about her mother’s lack of faith in the software company he’d been trying to start and, indirectly, in him. She knew her father wasn’t perfect but never knew the full story, because Rachel worked to hide it from her—spare her, she’d argue.

There had always been technology around the house, thanks to Devon. He was an early adopter who would bring home whatever had just hit store shelves, cameras or video games or personal computers, immediately disassembling them to see how they worked.

As a child, Andi had had a habit of turning her toys upside down to see how they fit together, so it made sense that, at a young age, she’d been drawn to her father’s kitchen-table engineering. The two would spend hours in their own quiet world, painstakingly breaking devices down piece by piece, speculating on how they worked and what they might do to modify or improve them. These moments left Rachel on the outside looking in and cemented Andi’s vision for her future.

Moving’s never easy, but it’s especially hard on a teenager halfway through high school. Andi had no desire to start over in Tasker Bay, and, before the Mayflower trucks had departed Dobern, she knew she wouldn’t be staying long. Her home, her future, was in Silicon Valley. Devon often talked about Andi apprenticing with him straight out of high school. Her ability to learn by doing was so accelerated, he said, that she’d get far more out of working than she would going to college and studying theory; practice was what she needed.

Rachel knew that the kind of hands-on experience Devon was dangling wasn’t common in Silicon Valley, especially for young women. But she also knew something would go wrong and Andi would be left holding the bag, because there was always that moment with Devon when he would throw up his hands and walk away. Just as he’d done with her, he’d lure Andi into making a major life decision, then fail to uphold his end of the bargain. Where would that leave her?

But he’d also been there for Andi in ways that Rachel hadn’t. It had been Devon who saw how Andi struggled to distinguish certain colors, and who found a way to use their engineering sessions to help her cope. She learned to recognize minute differences in shading and to identify components by shape and feel, all with his guidance.

That was always the duality with Devon. Here was an act of pure love, of deeply patient compassion, that he couldn’t extend to Rachel. In private, he’d lambaste her—a doctor—for failing to recognize Andi’s issue. Rachel was grateful he’d helped their daughter. But in her darker moments, she resented the fact that Andi’s deadbeat father—not her, the one who kept a roof over their heads, food on the table, and who for years endured Devon’s psychological and sometimes physical abuse—was the one who’d molded their daughter’s self-image.

Andi knew Rachel saw her father as a quitter. She’d heard this said behind closed doors more than once. Rachel would trot out a list of half-finished—what she’d call half-assed—ideas and business proposals, the failures of which she insisted could be blamed on no one else but Devon. Eventually, Andi was left to wonder whether her mother believed she could do the kind of work she dreamed of. After all, she doubted her husband—why wouldn’t she doubt her own daughter, too? In the end, she told herself, it didn’t matter. The day she graduated high school, she’d be on a bus back to San Jose—to her father, her future. Her real home.



Kids from five surrounding small towns were sent to West Bay High School, but in total there were still only a little over four hundred students across four grades. Such small class sizes made it difficult not to get to know other people, but Andi made a point to defy those odds. She didn’t want any connections to her temporary home, no matter how immaterial. She’d taken a stand upon her and Rachel’s arrival to keep herself separate from Tasker Bay, and up to this point—early in her senior year—there had been no reason to back down. She’d gone nearly two years without making new friends. Why start now?

In a sense, it wasn’t all that difficult. She kept to herself, avoided anything extracurricular, and when classmates made overtures, she made her rebuttal loud and clear.

I don’t have time.

That doesn’t really sound fun.

Why would I want to do that?

It didn’t take long for the rest of West Bay High to recognize she wanted nothing to do with them. And with a steady influx of new students thanks to the never-ending stream of transplants moving to Tasker Bay from San Jose, she was old news before long anyway.

But by far the biggest reason why Andi had successfully dodged real interaction with her classmates, and been able to deflect attempts by her mother at getting her to socialize, was by finding a job. Home Video World was a rental shop—VHS, Beta, CED—as well as an arcade. And Andi spent most of her time keeping its forty-some cabinets operational.

Situated on a downtown block that housed dour-looking businesses including a small accounting firm, a used book seller, and Tasker Bay’s only liquor store, the Bottle Shoppe, Home Video World stood out via a collection of neon signs burning in its windows and the glow of arcade cabinets humming and buzzing within. It was colorful and noisy in an agreeable way, able to draw customers in with the promise of casual, harmless fun. Wire racks lined with boxes from videotapes—a tag underneath each to indicate whether it was in stock or rented out—took up half the floor space. The other half was filled with rows of arcade games, a few pinball machines, and the random small table and chairs.

Malcolm Petty, the shop’s owner, had been relying on expensive house calls from an area electrician to triage his library of games before hiring Andi. The naturally suspicious type, Mal—he’d always thought his full name sounded weak—had come to believe poor work was being done on purpose so he’d have to keep forking over cash for repairs. Andi, though, could see it was simply a case of someone doing work outside their depth; an electrician wasn’t a technician, and vice versa.

Mal gave her considerable leeway around the shop because she saved him money and showed no interest in slacking off with her classmates or spending time playing rather than fixing games. In fact, more than once, Andi made it clear she had no love for the act of gaming. Dumping change into a box for sixty seconds’ worth of dopamine made no sense to her.

It also didn’t hurt that, as Mal lecherously put it—sometimes within earshot—she was “easy on the eyes.” On the taller side, hair thinning and middle growing thick as he reached the end of his thirties, Mal tried hard to project an air of male superiority that Andi easily saw through. She wasn’t naive—she knew regardless of whatever value she brought to the table, Mal had hired her in part because he wanted to sleep with her. From the bevy of part-time jobs she’d had over the years, she’d long ago arrived at an ugly truth: in almost any given situation, there was always a Mal. Just one, if you were lucky. She also knew herself well enough to be certain that, if Mal ever did try to pull some shit, she could hit hard enough to make him regret it.

Finding her way to the arcade every day after school, Andi routinely worked through closing, sometimes doing full days—up to twelve hours per—on the weekends. She made decent money, socking everything away to pad her eventual flight back to San Jose. She wasn’t going out, wasn’t buying beer, didn’t have hobbies outside of programming and cobbling together computers. And part of her arrangement with Mal—that she kept anything she couldn’t bring back to full working order—meant she didn’t have to pay for raw materials when it came to the latter.

Things being what they were, they weren’t terrible. Andi had found both a refuge from society and a way to avoid her mom through work. She was making a little money doing something she didn’t hate, even if she did hate Mal. And most importantly, unlike a lot of people, she knew exactly where she was going in life: southeast, back home, the first chance she got.



While Home Video World’s doors opened every day at ten a.m., business didn’t pick up until the afternoon. This was fine with Mal—he could sell a little weed, some pills out of the back of the shop and take it easy in the morning, then share the load with Andi in the afternoon. For the son of a Tasker Bay fisherman with no interest in continuing his father’s back-breaking business after he’d passed away, Mal had done well finding a niche for himself, one that catered to the influx of Silicon Valley migrants and their considerable bank accounts.

The video rental business into which Mal had dipped a toe over the last few years had proven surprisingly lucrative, particularly the adult titles, but the arcade was his cash cow—and with Andi there to keep it on its feet, he intended to milk it for everything it was worth. This had come to include rotating in new cabinets.

It was Andi who turned him on to the idea of prowling auction houses in and around San Jose and San Francisco for deals. Not only did he consistently find the parts needed to keep his older cabs running, he lucked into new ones too. Joust, Dig Dug, and Tempest had all recently turned up, steeply discounted to boot. Andi was full of these kinds of creative, cost-cutting ideas. In his very occasional reflective moments, Mal could admit that if she decided to change the locks after he left, and take over the shop, she wouldn’t miss a beat.

The latest of these auction house finds was due in Tasker Bay later that afternoon, bought for next to nothing. Something called Polybius. Mal didn’t know the title—it hadn’t turned up in any of his trade magazines—but the price made it a no-brainer. Annoyingly, he’d have to paint the cabinet—its sides were stark white. There wasn’t even a marquee. But that wouldn’t cost him much, so all that was left was to take delivery, plug it in, and collect Tasker Bay’s loose change.

The problem was that the delivery came late, in the middle of what Mal referred to as the shop’s “rush hour,” a combination of out-of-school kids crowding the arcade floor and parents on their way home from work picking up a video for the night. He was forced to put Andi behind the counter—the most public-facing and therefore her least favorite spot in the shop—so he could oversee the delivery.

This left Andi doing what she tried hardest to avoid: talking to her classmates. The assignment was made worse by the fact that, under the counter and in plain view, was a loaded .38 Mal kept on hand for “emergencies.” Andi felt no safer knowing it was there. Mal was more likely to end up shot with it than saved by it, she’d decided.

Daydreaming about Mal meeting an untimely end couldn’t last forever, though—Andi was snapped back to reality by a boy her age loosely waving a hand, trying to get her attention so he could change a five-dollar bill. She recognized him from school. Every now and then she’d swear he was eyeing her from across the room during Algebra II, but she hadn’t bothered tuning in when someone had spoken his name.

“Hey, Andi,” the boy offered from behind a shy smile. She pushed the quarters to him then snatched the five, looking to busy herself with something below the counter so he’d get the message, take his change, and shuffle off. As she hovered there, Andi felt a little like kicking herself. Why not say hi, or at least smile? Why didn’t she know his name? It wouldn’t hurt not to be an asshole.

Another customer stepped up to the counter, but Andi stayed down, having resolved she wasn’t coming back up until she at least remembered his name. She’d heard it in the background before at school, and it was interesting. Or at least not boring.

“Yo,” came an annoyed call from the other side of the counter, followed by the rap of a fist against the laminate top. She raised a hand in response, motioning for another moment of respite while she tried recalling his name. Ronald—no. Ray—Raymond? Richard… Roland?
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ROMAN KEMP HAD LONG BEEN an outwardly social kid. his persona had been forged in reaction to tragedy, the death of his mother, Cheryl, who passed from cancer when he was only ten. It was evidence of things Ro hadn’t been ready to confront: mortality, unpredictability, chaos. He’d sought an escape in others—friends, teammates, a large social circle. A life too busy to dwell.

But what Ro wanted now was to do nothing, or at least nothing he had been doing. He needed something different but couldn’t figure out what that “something” was. The feeling crept up early in his junior year and lingered, leading him to drop out of every student organization and sport he’d been a part of as he entered his final year of high school. He alienated teammates and lost friends, but the life he was leading—despite all outward appearances—had begun to feel empty and devoid of meaning.

To the naked eye, Ro seemed troubled. He wasn’t oblivious to the signals he was sending out. Maybe he was troubled. But all those years spent hiding from his feelings through others had left him deeply uncertain of everything. He wanted to learn who he really was, what he was capable of, and decided it was something he needed to do largely on his own.

He wasn’t so much burning bridges as he was finding new routes. He was still affable around other West Bay students, ready to lend a hand when someone needed help. He didn’t mind being called a friend and remained a familiar face around town. These were parts of himself he still liked and wouldn’t let go of, which made the withdrawal from his old hypersocial ways all the more baffling for those around him.

Teachers, coaches, friends, their parents, his own father had all tried decoding what was going on. There was no satisfactory answer he could give. He wanted time, and space, and the chance to figure out who he was apart from others. To find what he wanted, and whether it—whatever it was—wanted him.

He’d found himself drawn to video games late in his junior year and had begun amassing books and magazines on the industry. Specifically, the subject of writing game code. He’d always enjoyed writing in school, essays and short pieces of fiction, but with games the end results were visual. In a lot of cases they were designed by just one or two people. The ability to tell a story and bring it to life, all in relative isolation, felt worth exploring.

Ro also thought that because she worked at the arcade where he’d been spending most of his time, the very quiet, very pretty girl from his Algebra II class shared his passion for gaming. He knew there was only one way to find out but had also grown skilled at talking himself out of bolder moves, like attempting to initiate a conversation with a girl on whom he’d had a crush since she’d moved to town.

Still, he felt something for her, even after he’d stopped feeling much about anything. The emptiness he felt flew out of his mind when he thought about Andi. He knew he should do something about it.

He was, of course, wrong. Andi didn’t work at the arcade because she scored free plays on Tempest. But there was something they had in common, an aspect to their personalities neither could, at their age, fully understand or properly grasp—both were desperately ready for something different from life.

That particular day, Ro had resolved to say something to her—and he had—but she’d stopped him short at “Hi, Andi” by ducking down, then staying out of sight. It was… odd. And more than a little deflating. But as he walked back toward the arcade floor, quarters jangling in his pocket, he glanced over his shoulder just as Andi popped up from behind the counter. She looked toward him, and for a moment their eyes locked.

Ro assumed it was happenstance and was the first to look away. Still, his stomach twisted into knots as he settled in front of Robotron: 2084. He glanced back once more, stealing a look, but by then she was busy with another customer. He turned back to the cabinet, dropped in a quarter, and grabbed the twin joysticks as gameplay began.

What he couldn’t have known was, after the customer had stepped away, Andi’s eyes roamed the floor in search of him. Why did he know her name, she wondered—say it… say hi? It wasn’t that unusual. People did that sort of thing all the time. Just not to her.



Behind the shop, a deliveryman rolled an arcade cabinet mummified in moving blankets and shrink-wrap down the metal ramp of a nondescript box truck. Light rain fell as Mal scribbled his signature on the corner of a carbon receipt, thin paper wilting from the mist.

He noted as he scanned the form that the delivery was costing him half of what he’d paid for the cabinet itself. But it was still a deal, and the last time he’d tried moving a game on his own, it had ended in a cracked screen Andi’s magic couldn’t mend and a sore back that for a week forced him to sleep in the ratty old recliner that had once been his father’s domain. Mal swore it still smelled like the Tasker Bay docks, even though his father had been gone for nearly ten years. It was worth paying for delivery, he’d decided, if it kept him out of that goddamned chair. In truth, he had no attachment to it and probably should’ve replaced it years ago. But he did have an attachment to his money. When the chair fell apart, he’d replace it. Maybe see if Andi could fix it, first. He stuffed the receipt into a tattered accordion folder that had long substituted for a proper filing cabinet, then headed back inside and out of the rain.

The cabinet was wheeled to a space behind the shop floor that served as a combination office, workshop, and storage area. It was crowded with a handful of in-process repair jobs spread over a workbench, a desk covered in trades and junk food wrappers, and racks that held the adult titles that Mal rented out. Initially, he’d been surprised how willing people were to walk up to a relative stranger and ask for pornography. But vice was vice, whether it was pumping quarters into a game or peering into humanity’s exotic corners.

If people were willing to pay, he’d find a way.

And that was his real service, he told himself. To provide whatever, whenever asked. If Tasker Bay had a kingpin, Mal liked to think he was it. It made him feel alive, that willingness to say yes when timid types would not.

He cleared a path to an outlet and plugged the new cabinet in. The internal cooling fans began to spin as a wave of static crackled through the speakers and across the display. Using a key he found taped to the cabinet’s back, Mal opened the coin door and toggled a few credits. Everything seemed in working order. The controls were tight. It felt as if the game was brand-new. As his hand glanced the start button, the door leading to the shop’s floor opened. Andi leaned through, spotting the new cabinet.

“What’s that?” she asked, barely interested in the answer.

“Don’t know,” Mal shrugged. “Never heard of it. But it was cheap.”

“Yeah, well, it’s crazy out there. So come help,” Andi ordered as she walked over and unplugged the cabinet, then headed back toward the shop floor.

“Rude,” Mal called after as he followed her out. “And I’m your boss.” It pissed Mal off that Andi always seemed to have the upper hand in these moments. In truth, he just failed to see that hers was consistently the more practical point of view. He simmered but still returned to the floor without protest. His self-image might have been Tasker Bay’s resident crime lord, but this moment hewed closer to the truth—being pushed around by a much sharper subordinate.

Left alone in back, the cabinet’s display still glowed faintly with the ghostly outline of the game’s attract screen. As the picture tubes cooled, the image faded, and the screen went dark.



Andi knew Mal would lean on her to stay and set up the new cabinet, but she’d been anxious to leave work all night. Something about Ro—whose name she’d finally managed to remember—left her unsettled. She wasn’t used to feeling this kind of intense focus toward another person. So she slipped away right after close, hopping on her bike and pedaling toward home before Mal had a chance to suggest otherwise.

It was in this short window of time Andi could muster a little appreciation for what Tasker Bay was, and wasn’t. The road was quiet, the woods that lined it tall and lush, with treetops swept by cool winds blown in from the bay. That two-mile stretch between work and home offered a sense of peace she’d never experienced within the relative bustle of San Jose. In the year and a half she’d worked at the arcade, this nightly ride home had become one of the few things she looked forward to.

As she pulled up to the front of the side-split home her mom had purchased before their move, without consulting her, Andi told herself that whatever she was feeling about Ro would pass with time. She’d already managed to go a good four hours without thinking about him. Just get through the rest of the night without doing it again, and things will be fine.



The house was nothing like their home in Dobern. It reminded Andi of a lodge, big rooms with high ceilings, ancient-looking redwood beams crisscrossing throughout. The walls were painted in shades of the same color, creating a rich scheme that stood in stark contrast to the white finishes of their newly constructed two-story home back in San Jose. That house was nicely appointed but boxy and full of right angles that, Andi had to admit, felt bland in comparison. While she wouldn’t miss Tasker Bay, she might miss this place.

She found her mom at the dining room table, sifting through a sea of patient charts she’d brought home from her office. Rachel had dialed back the hours she spent at her practice upon the move to Tasker Bay but not the amount of work she did; she’d just started doing it from home. This was, Andi decided, worse than her mom being gone all the time. There were papers everywhere that she wasn’t supposed to touch, meaning she had almost nowhere to go that wasn’t her room. When she’d pointed out that moving someone’s records was better than spilling cereal all over them, Rachel wasn’t amused. They were private. And she was trying. Her mom did a lot of trying these days, though what she was trying to do wasn’t clear. Trying to make a mess? Job well done. Trying to be more present? Being chained to a desk at home was still being chained to a desk.

“How was work?” Rachel asked as Andi dumped her things in the only empty spot she could find and rooted in the refrigerator for something to eat. “There are cold cuts in the drawer.”

“Work was fine, school was fine,” Andi replied, pulling what she needed for a sandwich—turkey, Swiss, lettuce and tomato, honey mustard. No pickled jalapeños, though—still. They’d been out for a week. She started to complain, but the sight of her mother boxed in by literal stacks of paperwork gave her pause. She could run to the store tomorrow herself.

“I stitched a fingertip back on today,” Rachel said matter-of-factly.

“Mom, I’m making dinner.”

It was like she hadn’t heard Andi. “I hadn’t done that before. I’ve stitched other things, never a fingertip.”

Andi continued constructing her sandwich, but morbid curiosity—of which she had an abundance—finally got the better of her. “So, what happened? With the finger?”

“He was cutting a turkey breast—”

Andi stopped and stared at the slices of turkey piled up before her, before shooting her mom a withering look. “Are you trying to make me not eat?”

“Yours is already sliced. You’re fine. He was cutting a turkey breast with an electric carving knife, and the phone rang. He set the knife down without switching it off, turned around to answer”—by this point, Rachel was pantomiming—“and passed a finger right over top of the blade.”

Andi winced a little. “So he’s too lazy to use a regular knife,” she said, flashing the chef’s knife she was using to slice her sandwich in half for effect. “Then he’s too stupid to shut it off?”

“These are the people who pay our mortgage,” Rachel replied with a sly smile, before returning to her work.

It was, severed fingertip and all, a nicer-than-average conversation between the two of them. Andi had perhaps been more willing to engage because she suspected that time alone with her thoughts would lead back to Ro. But she also worried that lingering too long, instead of retreating to her room per usual, would seem suspicious and prompt questions from her mom that she didn’t want to answer. Questions that would also likely lead back to Ro.

“Homework,” Andi blurted out as she disappeared down the hall, forgetting her backpack—and homework—in her haste.

She settled in at a desk strewn with electronic components, setting to work on a computer she’d been building from scratch. Her room wasn’t exactly spartan; she liked to think of it as curated. But aside from posters for the Dead Kennedys and the Dils, part of the San Francisco punk scene she’d identified with growing up, there wasn’t much personality to it. It was the myriad of home-brewed engineering projects, the computers, shortwave radios, and satellite TV descramblers that defined the space.

She understood more about her parents than she used to. Than Rachel realized. She knew her dad wasn’t well. But she also still believed in him, and she still found great comfort in opening something up and taking it apart, piece by piece, like they used to do.



Mal piloted Polybius, ratchet-strapped to a two-wheeled dolly, through the maze of cabinets on the shop floor to a spot he kept reserved for new titles. He’d relocated his previous new addition, Moon Patrol, earlier that evening and now worked Polybius off the dolly and into place.

After plugging the cabinet in and powering it on, Mal then walked to the front door. He unlocked and propped it open with a rubber doorstop, then pulled and sparked a joint he’d tucked into a pack of Marlboro Reds. After a couple of deep drags, he turned to see the game’s attract screen once again staring back, flashing an invitation to him just as it had in the back room.

Kicking the stop away, he walked back over and stooped in front of the coin door, keying it open and toggling a handful of credits. Rising back up and pressing the start button, he gripped the controls and watched the field of play take shape.

He glanced left, right at the other displays still glowing around him—next to this thing their graphics were shit. The images were an order of magnitude sharper, with far more depth and color. They seemed… alive. Even the audio was different, abstract layered tones that sounded like something out of a movie. He’d have said it was orchestral, if he’d known that word and believed an instrument could’ve produced such oddly compelling sounds. If this is what they were working on in Silicon Valley, Mal thought, then they were doing something right.

Not only was the game a visual knockout, but, as play commenced, it proved more tightly controlled and engaging than anything else he’d encountered. He raced forward through the cavern-like maze, whatever the hell was chasing him pounding after. Symbols carved on the walls—like the runes he’d seen in some Viking movie with Cameron Mitchell on KNTV the other night—whipped by as he ran. His heartrate was rising, thumping as the tension increased—with each turn he gained ground on his pursuer, only to cede it back in the next straightaway.



How long has it been?

Mal felt like he was waking from a coma, except he was upright, on his feet, and holding the game’s controls. The screen flickered back at him—Press Start. Somewhere along the line he must have lost and then… played through the rest of his credits? He wasn’t sure. He couldn’t remember anything past walking over to play the game.

Cool air rushed through the room, blowing a tumbleweed of crinkling plastic candy wrappers past his feet. Mal glanced over, watching the front door swing open. Did I leave it unlocked? He checked his watch—nearly midnight. Shaking off his malaise, he went to finish locking up when he heard them: footsteps, heavy, moving through the dark across the floor. He spun, expecting to see someone behind him, but the space was empty. Just rows of glowing screens.

“Hey!” There was no response to Mal’s call, just more unseen shuffling. He moved for the counter, fishing out the .38 and checking the cylinder—loaded with six shots.

“I’ve got a gun and I’m calling the cops, so you can get shot, get arrested, or get the fuck out now. Your choice.”

Thinking he’d caught sight of something—a vaguely human shape, calling to mind the figment that had been chasing him in the game—he froze.

This is ridiculous, he told himself. You’re high, and paranoid.

But still, he stood and stared, waiting it out, making sure whatever he thought he saw wasn’t going anywhere. As he finally lowered the gun, the figment seemed to come alive and shift in response, disappearing into the dark.

The gun flew back up. “Goddamn it, I’m warning you!” Reaching over the counter, Mal grabbed the phone. He could hear movement as he went to dial. Suddenly the dial tone began to fluctuate in time with the footsteps, undulating like an electronic pulse—buzz-step, buzz-step. He spun the rotary dial—as it clicked back into place, it synced with the encroaching movements too, click-buzz-step, click-buzz-step. Every sound was swirling into a thumping rhythm—first the footsteps and the dial tone, then Mal’s heartbeat, finally a throbbing in his head that swelled from nowhere. What felt like a surge of electricity passed through him, blurring his vision and drowning everything but the cycle of noise from his ears.

As a deep, primal fear gripped him, Mal began to wilt. Gun still in hand, he dropped the phone and gripped his head, squeezing his eyes shut as he crumpled to the floor. The sound grew louder and more urgent, reverberating to the point Mal could feel himself shaking with each beat—until it abruptly stopped.

His body and mind were so tensed, it took Mal a long moment to realize the psychic assault had come to an end. As his wits returned, he shot to his feet and jammed the gun against the dark, firing a single shot that slammed into a VHS copy of The Watcher in the Woods. But he was alone, a fact he confirmed after every single light had come on, every corner of the shop and back room had been checked and rechecked, all at the barrel of the .38.

Snatching the ruined tape from its shelf, Mal started to leave the shop floor. As he went, he glanced back at Polybius, finding himself slowing, staring. But the feeling passed as quickly as it had cropped up. He disappeared through the back room then out into the chilly Wednesday night air.
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