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			There are guys online who swear it was heaven. They still sit around like a bunch of old geezers, swapping tales of epic storms, monstrous beasts and grisly battles. Talk to any gamer in their twenties and at some point they’ll say: “You’re too young to get it. You never saw Otherworld.”

			Now keep in mind, most of these idiots never experienced the original Otherworld either. Even at the height of its popularity, it never had more than a handful of subscribers. It wasn’t until years after the publisher pulled the plug that it became known in geek lore as the greatest game of all time.

			I always thought that was bullshit. I don’t anymore.

			It took a twentysomething tech billionaire named Milo Yolkin to drag the game back from the dead. Today at noon, his company released an early-access version of Otherworld 2.0. Two thousand lucky gamers were chosen to test it, and somehow I’m one of them. The original Otherworld players were all dorks like me, but as far as I can tell, this new group of players has little in common aside from deep pockets. The app itself is free—you just have to buy the exclusive new headset that goes with the game. Only a couple thousand have been made, and each one costs over two grand.

			
			I have no clue what the old Otherworld looked like on a PC monitor when it came out over a decade ago. But I gotta admit—when I downloaded the new app and I put on the headset, I wasn’t expecting graphics this good. I know everything is CGI, but my eyes are completely convinced that it’s real. I’ve got a plastic brick strapped to my face, there’s sweat trickling out of my haptic gloves, and I’d rather die than be seen in the dainty booties I’m wearing. Back in the real world, my body is blind, deaf and helpless. I’ve been in Otherworld for over seventeen hours now, and there is no way in hell that I’m leaving.

			Of course, this world has been trying to kill me from the very first second I set out to explore. I’ve encountered some truly insane shit so far—an avalanche, lightning strikes, quicksand and some kind of mutated polar bear that I managed to butcher and eat using nothing but a dagger and my two bare hands. Still, nothing compares to what I’ve just found.

			I’ve come to a stone path that disappears into a cavern carved out of a glacier. I run my hand along one of the icy walls. I feel that it’s there, but my fingertips can neither confirm nor deny that the surface is as smooth or as cold as it appears. I shouldn’t have cheaped out when I bought the gloves, but the best ones were so expensive that they’d have triggered a credit alert. I’m sure I could have found a way around it if I’d known the fancy gloves would be worth it. But none of the rumors prepared me for Otherworld.

			
			When I look up, I see a sun just like the one I’ve always known burning in the sky. Its light penetrates the ice around me, and the whole glacier glows like an enchanted gem. I can hear water rushing somewhere deep within the glacier. A sharp crack echoes behind me, and I spin around a little too quickly. My stomach drops and hot vomit rises and scalds the back of my throat. They haven’t found a way to truly beat the motion sickness yet. I close my eyes, swallow and wait until the dizziness fades.

			Then I take a deep breath and open my eyes again. Stretching out toward the horizon is the empty ice field I just crossed. Somewhere in the distance is the City of Imra, where I began my journey. Apparently that’s where all Otherworld adventures begin. You design your avatar and walk through a door and suddenly you’re outside Imra’s gates. In the few minutes I was there, I watched a parade of avatars pass through them.

			They’re all still back there, I guess. They say the original Otherworld could get pretty smutty, but I don’t think it had anything quite like Imra. Apparently the city’s a CGI Sodom that makes Grand Theft Auto look like Dora the Explorer. I was tempted to do a little sightseeing in town, but that seemed to be what the designers expected us to do. So I set off in the opposite direction. Away from the city. Down a mountainside. Into the wilderness. Across the ice fields. The way I figure it, when you’re given a chance to explore the most incredible survival sandbox ever created, you shouldn’t let yourself get slowed down by a few anatomically correct non-player characters.

			Now I’m standing here in front of the ice cave, with the wind whistling all around me. It’s a pity I can’t feel anything but the steady chill of central air. If I breathe in too deeply, I can smell the Febreze my mom’s cleaning lady uses. But my eyes are burning from snow glare, and my toes are numb. Before I enter the glacier, I turn one last time and scan the frozen white landscape behind me. There are no signs of movement, but I know I’m not on my own. Someone’s followed me here. She’s always kicked ass at camouflage, and I haven’t caught sight of her. But I don’t need my eyes to tell me that Kat’s in Otherworld too. I feel her presence—and I’m finding it hard to wipe the shit-eating grin off my face.

			
			Back in the real world, Kat hasn’t spoken to me in months. I’ve tried pretty much everything, and Otherworld was my last resort. On Friday I left a set of gear in her locker, along with a note to let her know I’d be logging on at noon today. I didn’t think she could resist being one of the first to see Milo Yolkin’s new wonderland. So I was pretty bummed when I didn’t catch sight of her outside Imra. It’s starting to look like my investment paid off, though. As far as I’m concerned, a few thousand dollars of my mother’s money is a small price to pay for the pleasure of Kat’s company.

			—

			I step forward into the cave and stop. Lurking in a shadow is a figure I didn’t see until now. Someone or something is guarding the entrance. I draw my dagger and prepare to strike. Everything around me may be fake, but the sound of my heart pounding is real. As my eyes adjust, I see a thin man dressed in what looks like a modern-day suit. He’s about a foot taller than I am, and there’s a scarf wrapped Bedouin-style around his head. The thin strip of face left uncovered is ebony black. In one hand the man holds a gnarled staff. An amulet hangs around his neck, a clear stone in its center. When the man doesn’t move, I have a go at stealing his staff, but his grip remains firm. It’s only when I try to take the amulet that I realize I’m attempting to mug a statue. I rap my knuckles against its hollow chest. It seems to be sculpted from clay.

			
			I suppose the clay man is a sign that I’m on the right track. Open world or not, the developers wouldn’t have placed a statue here for no reason. There’s bound to be something interesting at the end of the path. And when I find it, I have a hunch that the statue will spring to life and show me what it can do with its staff. But why worry about that right now, when I can listen to the crunch of rocks beneath my bootie-clad feet? Or watch chunks of ice bobbing in the Slurpee-blue stream that’s flowing beside the path? The scenery alone is worth every single penny of the six grand I charged to my mom’s credit card.

			I plunge deeper into the glacier, occasionally sneaking a peek over my shoulder, hoping to catch Kat slinking up behind me. I’m thinking about the two of us alone together in an icy blue cavern with a giant clay man guarding the door. It’s been over a year since she and I have been by ourselves. I’m enjoying the thought so much that when I turn a corner and see him, I almost mistake him for a rock.

			He sits on a throne chiseled out of granite. His body is made of a gray material that looks like stone, and there’s an impressive set of horns sprouting out of his head. He’s human in shape, though he seems to be built on a much larger scale. Whoever he is, he feels no need for clothes. Heat radiates from him, and the melting ice walls form a sphere around his body. The moat of meltwater at his feet is clear, but I can’t gauge its depth. On the opposite side of his chamber is a tall metal door that doesn’t really fit with the decorating scheme. I’m itching to find out what’s behind it, but it’s pretty obvious that I’ll need to make it past the big dude first.

			
			I make my way closer, and his head rises. I can’t tell if he sees me, because he doesn’t have a face, but I get the sense that he’s not very happy. From what I’ve read online, the lands of Otherworld are ruled by demigods known as Elementals. This might be one of them. Some Elementals are helpful; many are hostile. I’m guessing the creature in front of me isn’t interested in making friends.

			“I wasn’t expecting visitors.” His voice booms in my headset and I have to turn the volume down.

			Otherworld’s new publisher has spent months bragging about its next-generation AI, but there’s something that makes me think this guy’s not part of the game. And if he’s not an Elemental or an NPC, then I’m not the only explorer around. Whoever this is, he’s built a formidable avatar.

			“I guess not,” I say into my mike. “Looks like you forgot to get dressed. You know, a stud like you would be pretty popular back in Imra. I’ve heard the place is a nonstop orgy. What are you doing out here when the action’s back there?”

			“I could ask the same of you,” he says.

			“Yeah, well, I’m allergic to fun. And mangos. Long-haired cats, too.”

			“How amusing,” he says, giving my avatar the once-over. “You could have been anyone. And this is what you chose? What are you—a peasant?” He sounds so…disappointed. “Lack of imagination is a terrible affliction.”

			I glance down at my dull brown robe, sewn from the best cyberburlap available. Whenever I’m given the option, I choose something similar.

			
			“I can think of worse,” I tell him. “Nothing wrong with keeping things simple. You know what they say: the flashier the avatar, the smaller the…” I stop the instant he stands up. His crotch is nothing but a smooth bump. He’s like one of the action figures I used to torture when I was a kid. “You know, you’re missing a little something down below.” I gesture to his absent parts. “They had some amazing options during setup. Might be worth a reset.”

			“I appreciate your concern, but I have everything I need,” he responds, moving toward me. “The ice fields are no place for guests. I’m afraid you must leave and return to the City of Imra.”

			“Make me.” It just pops out. Which happens more often than I’d like. My tongue produces words faster than my brain can approve them.

			“Make you?” he responds incredulously. “Perhaps you’re not aware that Otherworld is intended for players eighteen and older? Did you lie when you registered?”

			I didn’t, but what the hell does he care?

			“Spare me the lecture and get ready to rumble,” I say. “I’ve been battling the environment for seventeen hours straight, and it’s time for bed. I need a little PVP action to put me to sleep.”

			The avatar approaches, and soon he’s towering over me. Once again, I’m blown away by the details. I can actually see veins throbbing in his chest, and though I’m an eighteen-year-old heterosexual, even I recognize that the dude’s nipples are works of art. “You assume Otherworld is like the games you know. I assure you it’s not. You’ve entered my sanctuary, and you are not welcome.” The guy’s beginning to glow from within like an ember. As his head lights up, features finally appear on his face, and I almost bolt. He does not look friendly.

			
			Instead of running, I draw my dagger. “Then you’d better kick me out.”

			Before I can make a move, three flaming arrows zip past my shoulder. They miss the monstrous avatar and sink into the frozen arched ceiling above him. A second later, an explosion rocks the entire cavern. I steady myself and watch as ice rains down from above, burying the beast. I turn to find a sleek figure behind me. She’s dressed in a body-hugging suit of reflective material. It’s hard to see her even though she’s standing out in the open, but I’d know the face anywhere.

			“You provoked that guy on purpose, Simon,” Kat says. The voice is all hers, and it sets me on fire. “Did you think you had any chance of winning a fight with that dinky little dagger?”

			“Absolutely not. I figured you’d show up and save me,” I tell her. “I wanted to see what you’re wearing. Very nice.”

			“Let’s go, dumbass,” she orders. She’s never been able to accept a compliment. “He’ll be out of there soon.”

			I glance back. The mysterious door behind the avatar is blocked now, so there’s no real reason to stay. Kat is already retreating down the path, and I race to catch up, following her toward the entrance of the cavern. It’s only when we’re outside on the ice field that I realize something’s different.

			“The clay man’s gone,” I say as it registers.

			“What clay man?” she asks.

			“Never mind.” It’s not important, and there’s much more that is. “Listen—” Just as I say it, the ground beneath our feet begins to rumble, and in moments the whole world is shaking around us.

			
			“Not now, Simon,” she says.

			“Kat.” I grab her hand and pull her toward me. There’s no place to run. A geyser of lava erupts from beneath the ice and showers down on us. My crappy haptic gloves and booties are suddenly so hot that I yank them off and throw them across my bedroom. I keep the headset on, hoping for one last vision of Kat. All I see are sparks.
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			It’s a Sunday and nobody bothers me, so I sleep until noon. I’m a little disoriented when I wake up to my tastefully decorated bedroom with its sturdy oak furniture. I throw back the plaid bedspread that’s pulled up to my chin. My first instinct is to reach for my Otherworld headset and get the hell out of New Jersey. I don’t own a car, but thanks to the game, that won’t matter much anymore. Then I remember I already have plans today.

			I get out of bed and rifle through an old box at the back of my closet until I locate the Speedo I wore to swim meets back in elementary school. I strip out of my boxers and pull it on. Then I unlock my bedroom door and head down the hall. I pause at a mirror in the living room to make sure my junk is safely tucked away. The Speedo covers just enough to keep me from getting arrested. It’s a pretty good look, I gotta say. Pasty white skin, wild black hair and three days’ worth of untrimmed scruff. I figure I’m ready for action. But before I get down to business, I take a moment to admire my nose.

			
			My grandfather was blessed with the same giant schnoz. From what I’ve read, the thing was legendary. If he’d lived two hundred years earlier, they’d have sung songs about it. But his heyday was the sixties, so his nose inspired a nickname instead. They called my grandfather the Kishka. For those of you out there who consider French fries an ethnic food, a kishka is a sausage. A rather unattractive sausage, I might add, with a shape that’s either phallic or fecal, depending on your level of maturity. And yet, by all accounts, the ladies loved my grandfather. They say it’s probably what got him killed.

			I never saw the nose in person. In fact, I wouldn’t know anything about it if it weren’t for a book I found in the Brockenhurst library called Gangsters of Carroll Gardens. My mother grew up in that part of Brooklyn, but to hear her tell it, her childhood was all fresh cannoli, backyard garden parties and upscale bat mitzvahs. So imagine my surprise when I’m thumbing through the book and come across a picture of the Kishka. I don’t know who he is at that point. I’m thirteen years old, and I don’t even recognize my grandfather’s name. I just know he looks exactly like me.

			Stop here for a minute and imagine tumbling down that rabbit hole. By the time I hit bottom, everything made sense. My entire life, I’d always suspected that some critical piece of information was being withheld from me. For years, I was convinced that I couldn’t possibly be my parents’ biological child. I knew in my heart of hearts that one of the cleaning ladies had given birth to me in a broom closet and my beautiful, small-nosed mother had graciously taken me in. Whenever one of the maids smiled at me, I’d always wonder if it might be her.

			
			Now I knew. Armed with a picture of a gangster I’d never heard of, I started to dig for the truth. I found part of it in a box tucked away in the attic. Inside were four Brooklyn high school yearbooks. I flipped through one, and there she was…Irene Diamond. I didn’t recognize her at first. All through high school, she looked nothing like the woman I know. I never would have guessed the girl was my mother if it hadn’t been for the kishka set in the center of her face. Irene Diamond had the same damn nose I see every time I look in the mirror. I’d love to know how much her father paid to have it fixed.

			When I was younger, my mother used to watch me when she thought I wasn’t looking. She’d try to smile when I caught her, but I could tell she was horrified by what she saw. It used to upset me. Now the cosmic justice of it all cracks me up. She’d been running from the nose her entire life—and it ended up on her only son’s face.

			I may have cracked a little the day I found those yearbooks, but I didn’t fall apart. And I never mentioned my discovery to my parents. Even then, I knew secrets had power. I knew my mother had hidden her true identity for good reason. Nothing would have given me more pleasure than shouting the truth from the rooftops. But I figured there would be a day when my mother’s secret would come in handy. So for the past few years, I’ve kept it tucked away safely for future use.

			I love looking at my nose now. The afternoon sun streaming in through the living room windows really sets it off. The giant gilded mirror in front of me is one of a pair that my mother tells dinner guests she purchased on her honeymoon in Paris. I don’t know where she got the mirrors, but I’ve seen snapshots of her honeymoon in Orlando. The room in the background looks like Marie-Antoinette might waltz through at any moment. But the kishka on my face is there to remind me I don’t belong to this world. I’m the grandson of a two-bit gangster who broke fingers for the Gallo crime family and is probably buried at the bottom of the Gowanus Canal.

			
			“Oooh!” a lady squeals behind me. Then I hear the sound of footsteps rushing out of the room. Some new staff member, probably. The rest of them have been warned about me. I’m not sure what they’ve been told, but I doubt they’d be shocked to find a six-foot-three-inch kid with zero muscle mass and a giant nose standing in his old elementary school banana hammock in the middle of the formal living room.

			“Sorry,” I call out. I didn’t expect anyone inside to see me. The house is rarely empty, though you can wander through it for hours without running into a soul. Don’t get the wrong impression—I generally wear clothes when I wander. But today I have a special treat in mind for the neighbors.

			—

			It’s still a bit nippy when I step outside, but spring has sprung. Across the street, the neighbors’ newly planted rosebushes are blooming. The buds started opening last week, which is why I’m here now, nearly naked on a chilly afternoon. The flowers are fuchsia, a color my mother calls vulgar. As soon as they began to reveal themselves, my mother petitioned the homeowners’ association to have them uprooted. Since she’s the president of the association—and a ruthless attorney—her petitions always pass. How about that? It’s the American Dream in action. Irene Diamond started life as the daughter of a small-time crook, and now she’s in charge of nature.

			
			The people across the street are new to our neighborhood. Last fall, they moved here from Singapore to work for one of our local tech conglomerates. Unlike my mother, they haven’t spent years forming alliances over hors d’oeuvres, which means they lack what my parents call leverage. But they’re friendly to me, so I’m going to give them something to complain about—something that will embarrass Mommy Dearest enough to keep her lips sealed at the next meeting of the homeowners’ association.

			I drag a chaise from the side of the pool behind our house. Its legs gouge muddy tracks in the pristine grass all the way to the front yard, where I position it perfectly—not far from the street and just across from the neighbors’ living room windows. I’ve worked up a sweat, and my pasty skin glistens as I lie down on my stomach. I wedge the back of the Speedo between my butt cheeks and try to assume an artistic pose. No sense in being vulgar.

			My eyes are closed and the warmth of the sun is spreading over my skin when the first car approaches. The driver hits the brakes near the mailbox.

			“Hey, crazy!” someone shouts. I recognize the voice. It belongs to a girl from school. “What the hell are you doing?”

			“What does it look like?” I call out. “I’m getting a tan.”

			“Put some clothes on, you pervert!” shouts a second voice.

			“Nobody wants to see your hairy butt cheeks, Simon,” screams a third. I open my eyes a crack and see three girls from school hanging out of a car. One of them is already tapping away at her phone. Their friends will be arriving soon.

			
			My butt cheeks aren’t quite as furry as they’ve been made out to be, and apparently lots of people would like to see them, because the traffic on my street goes nuts for the next thirty minutes.

			I don’t pay any attention to the hoots and catcalls. Crossing ice fields and getting blown to smithereens for hours on end was exhausting. I got about five hours of sleep, but I’ll need more if I want to go back in tonight. I’m just drifting off when I hear a car pull into my drive. A few seconds later, someone’s thrown a jacket over me.

			“Get up and get inside.” It’s my mother.

			I open my eyes. She’s looming over my chaise, and she’s pissed as hell.

			“The people across the street are threatening to phone the police,” she hisses.

			“Hi, Mom,” I say with a yawn. “You look stunning this afternoon.”

			She does. Her black hair is pulled into a fancy knot, and she’s wearing a silk dress in a very tasteful shade of pale blue. Her painted lips are pressed together beneath her perfect nose.

			“Now, Simon. Or you’re going to jail.”

			I sigh and sit up, tying her jacket around my waist. “Aren’t you overreacting? I’m sure the neighbors will forget all about this unfortunate incident if you let them keep their vulgar roses.”

			“Those people are not who you should be worried about,” she says. “My accountant just called to ask if the six-thousand-dollar charge on my AmEx for video game equipment was a business expense. You stole my credit card, Simon. One more word from you and I’m dialing your probation officer.”

			
			This is unexpected. The accountant must be new. The old one didn’t ask questions.

			—

			I’m fully clothed and sitting on the living room couch when my father gets home. He’s dressed in Easter egg colors and there’s a nine iron in his hand. Apparently I’ve interrupted a golf game. He walks straight through the room without even acknowledging me. A few minutes later, he’s back, and he’s got my new headset, gloves and booties. He drops them all in a pile on the floor.

			I wince when I hear a crack. “Come on, Dad,” I groan. “Do you know how hard it was to get all that stuff? Only a couple thousand of those headsets have even been made. That one’s going to be worth a fortune someday.”

			“This heap of crap cost six thousand, three hundred and fifty-six dollars?” he asks.

			Not exactly—I bought two sets of gear. I only kept one for myself. “It’s not crap,” I say. “It’s the newest virtual reality technology. I was on a wait list for that headset—”

			“So it’s a video game,” my father says. If you didn’t know him, you wouldn’t think he was that angry. But I’ve spent eighteen years with Grant Eaton, and I know all the warning signs. He’s about to blow sky-high.

			“It’s revolutionary—”

			“It’s over.” He lifts his nine iron over his head and brings it down hard on the equipment. He repeats the same motion at least three dozen times, until his face is bright red and he’s out of breath.

			
			I’m finding it pretty hard to breathe too. My last chance to spend time with Kat is just a pile of plastic shards. “I can’t believe you—”

			“You’re eighteen now,” he interrupts me. He’s holding the golf club like a baseball bat and panting so hard that I wonder if he’ll keel over. “One more incident like this, and your mother and I will no longer be able to help you. If I were you, Simon, I’d spend a lot more time in the real world.”
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			It was a miscalculation—no doubt about it. I was sure the credit card charge would fly under the radar. I didn’t factor in my mother’s new eager-beaver accountant. Still, it’s hard to see what all the fuss is about. I bet my mother spends more than six grand on Botox every month. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t be surprised if my father spent even more than that. He’s starting to look like a Madame Tussauds wax sculpture of himself. There’s probably a warning tattooed on his ass that says KEEP AWAY FROM OPEN FLAMES.

			My parents didn’t stick around after they taught me my lesson. They had very important golf balls to hit, frittatas to eat and luxury leather goods to acquire, so I’m alone again, sitting on the edge of our pool with my legs dangling over the side. With my devices shattered, I’m trapped in what passes for reality here in beautiful Brockenhurst, New Jersey. My house is a fake French château, and my town stole its name from some fancy place in England. The grass in my lawn is a shade of green not known to nature. And the sausage in the Hot Pocket I’m chewing tastes like mystery meat that was grown in a lab.

			
			You can touch Brockenhurst and you can smell it, but you’d be crazy to call it real.

			Where our backyard ends, the woods begin. When I was a kid, the wilderness seemed endless; now most of it’s gone. I look for the path that leads through what’s left of the forest. The trail’s grown over, but I could still walk it in my sleep. It leads straight to one of the few old houses around here that was never torn down. The land it sits on is swampy, and until recently the building had been slowly sinking for ninety-odd years. That’s where Kat lives. I’d be there right now if she’d just let me talk to her. But these days my best friend bolts whenever I get near her. It cost me a few grand and a near-death experience with my father, but I got to see her in Otherworld. Unfortunately, in Brockenhurst she wants nothing to do with me.

			—

			Kat and I met ten years ago, when we were eight years old. My father had just made senior partner at his law firm, and he’d built this McMansion as his trophy. Thousands of trees were sacrificed to ravenous wood chippers, and our house rose near the edge of what would become the town’s swankiest gated community. We moved in on the first day of summer. Mrs. Kozmatka, the nanny my mother had hired, told me to stay on the grass in the backyard when I played outside. I wasn’t allowed to set foot in the woods, which my mother believed to be teeming with snakes, ticks and poison ivy.

			In her defense, Mrs. Kozmatka was new. She knew nothing of my history. And for the first couple of hours, I gave her no cause for concern. I sat exactly where I am right now and stared at the trees. Everything seemed so much more alive in the forest. As I was watching, I heard branches snapping and leaves rustling. And then someone stepped out from the other side.

			
			I’d been playing a lot of Harry Potter games that summer, and I was convinced it was some kind of mythical creature. It was pretty clear that it wasn’t a centaur, but I figured it could be a faun or a sprite. Even if the creature had spoken to me on that first encounter, I wouldn’t have believed she was human. I’d never seen another kid so dirty. She was covered in dried mud from head to toe. It was camouflage, Kat later informed me. And it worked like a charm. That day, when the nanny came outside, Kat took a step backward and vanished so completely into the woods that it was almost as if she’d been swallowed whole.

			My tender young mind was totally blown. My family had just moved from Manhattan. The first eight years of my life had been filled with fancy private schools and playdates with kids named Arlo and Phineas. It was an ideal life, which was why my therapists had so much trouble identifying the cause of my behavioral issues. (Arlo and Phineas got their asses kicked on a regular basis.)

			In hindsight, it all seems perfectly clear to me. I’d been kept in a cage my entire life. I wasn’t a kid. I was veal. And then this portal opened up in suburban New Jersey and I was offered a glimpse of an untamed universe. I didn’t tell the nanny about the creature I’d seen. Instead I spent the next few hours eagerly waiting for it to return. I was sure it was spying on me, but it didn’t set foot on my grass again. And by lunchtime I just couldn’t wait any longer. When the nanny went inside to make tuna sandwiches, I slipped into the woods to go find it.

			
			I was only a few yards past the tree line when I heard Mrs. Kozmatka calling for me from the backyard of my house. When her cries grew more frantic, I stuck my fingers in my ears and kept going until I couldn’t hear her anymore. The deeper I went, the wilder the woods got. Everywhere I looked, there were signs of the creature. Boards nailed to the trunks of trees—makeshift ladders leading to lookouts positioned high above in the canopy. Lean-tos built with branches and bows, their interiors carpeted with soft green moss. A massive fort made from scavenged wood, plastic tarps and car tires. I climbed every ladder and lay inside every shelter. I felt like I’d made one of those discoveries no one makes anymore. I’d stumbled across an abandoned world.

			That whole afternoon, I remember having no sense of time passing. And then suddenly I was hungry and thirsty and the sun was beginning to set. As it grew dark, I saw a light appear in the distance. I hurried toward it and discovered a little white house tucked between the trees. A gravel driveway snaked toward the other side of the woods. The place I’d found was no fairy-tale cottage. It was more like a tumbledown shack. Half of it seemed to be sinking, and there were several kitchen appliances rusting on the front porch. Patches of paint had peeled away from the walls, leaving the house looking sickly. But the light was on in the living room, and I caught the scent of bacon in the air. I was trying to work up the courage to knock on the front door when I heard the growls.

			Three dogs emerged from the brush. They seemed enormous to me at the time, but they couldn’t have been much bigger than your average border collie, and all three of them were clearly starving. Their gray-and-golden coats were mottled and their skin clung to their ribs. The trio slinked toward me, yellow fangs bared. They’d been stalking me for a while, and they were ready to make their move. I was a plump little veal calf lost in the woods. I’m sure I looked absolutely delicious.

			
			I grabbed a stick off the ground and backed away slowly, holding the large twig in my hands like a sword. I knew better than to run. I needed to climb something. I was so busy scanning my surroundings for a tree with low-hanging branches that I forgot to look down. I tripped over a rock, tumbled backward and fell to the ground. The dogs were on me in an instant. I waited to feel their teeth sink through my skin.

			Then the air popped behind me. One of the dogs howled in pain and sprang at least a foot in the air. Another pop and there was a spray of sawdust from the trunk of a nearby tree. A third pop followed and the dogs fled.

			I examined my arms and legs for missing flesh and bloody wounds, but much to my surprise, I was completely intact.

			“Hey! You okay?” a voice called out to me.

			I picked myself up and turned to face it. There on the porch of the house was a girl my age. I saw the hair first—a fierce mane of copper curls. Then my eyes moved to the pellet gun in her hands. The freckles came into view as I walked toward her. They covered the bridge of her nose and spread out over her cheeks. But it was the eyes I recognized. They belonged to the mud-covered creature I’d seen spying on my house. “Those your dogs?” I asked.

			“Nope,” said the girl. “Those’re coydogs. Half wild dog, half coyote. They used to live farther out in the woods. Then you cut half the forest down. Now they’ve been hanging around here at night, eating our garbage.”

			
			“I didn’t cut down the forest.”

			She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. People like you.”

			“Where’d you learn how to shoot so well?” I asked. My eyes were practically fondling her pellet gun. None of my friends in Manhattan had that kind of stuff. If a neighbor had spotted a kid with so much as a slingshot, child protective services would have been alerted.

			“My gramma taught me. She says you gotta be tough when you’re pretty and poor.” I must have stared at the girl a little too long. Her brow furrowed and her eyes turned hard. “Yeah, I know what you’re thinking. I’m not pretty enough. I shouldn’t be worried,” she snapped.

			“That isn’t what I was thinking,” I told her honestly. “You just don’t look like anyone I’ve ever met before.” Which was true but completely pathetic. I probably would have seen lots of kids like her in New York if I’d ever left the Upper East Side.

			The girl scowled, like she couldn’t figure out whether to be offended. “Well, I’m not like anyone you’ve ever met before,” she finally said. Then she glanced up at a patch of blue sky. “It’s going to be dark soon. Want me to walk you back to your house?”

			“Your parents will let you?” I asked, shocked. My parents locked the doors and drew the shades as soon as the sun went down.

			“My dad’s dead,” she said.

			“Your mom, then?”

			“She’s not home.” The girl seemed annoyed by my questions. “Where’s your parents, anyway?”

			I shrugged. “I dunno. They don’t tell me where they go.” As far as I knew, they could have been in Hong Kong. They often showed up with trinkets they’d purchased at airports in faraway lands.

			
			“Who’s that lady at your house who was on the phone all morning?”

			That was when I realized how long I’d been gone. Hours had passed since I’d slipped into the woods. Mrs. Kozmatka would have called my parents, and they wouldn’t be happy. “She’s the nanny.” The last word slipped out before I could catch it.

			“Huh. Must get boring hanging out with an old lady all the time.” It sounded like an observation, nothing more.

			I was pretty sure I’d rather play in traffic than spend another hour with Mrs. Kozmatka, but it didn’t seem macho to say so. I shrugged instead. “I guess.”

			“Come on,” said the girl, setting off down a path with the barrel of the pellet gun resting on her shoulder. I scrambled to catch up with her, and once I had, I paid close attention to the route we took. I knew I had to be able to find my way back.

			—

			That night, when we reached my house, every window was ablaze. I could see around one corner of the building to where a police car was parked in our drive. Its flashing red and blue lights painted the lawn, but there was no siren to accompany them.

			“How many rooms are there in that house?” the girl asked.

			“Lots,” I told her. “I’ve never really counted.” It was a lie. There were twenty-two.

			“What do you put in all of them?”

			I could have listed all the contents of my life, but the subject bored me. “Will you be in the woods tomorrow?” I asked her.

			
			“Sure,” she said. “I got a lot of work to do. D’you see the fort? Some of the walls washed away the last time it rained, and the roof keeps coming down.”

			“I saw,” I told her. “I can help.”

			Her eyes narrowed. She seemed unsure.

			“My name is Simon.” It had been so long since I’d introduced myself to anyone that my name felt like a gift.

			“Kat,” she replied. “Raid your parents’ garage tomorrow. Bring some nails and a rope.”

			—

			In the kitchen, Mrs. Kozmatka was crying. My mother was draining a tumbler of red wine while my father conferred with a police officer in serious tones.

			“Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in,” said the cop, who’d caught sight of me over my father’s shoulder. He winked at me like the two of us were in on a secret. “Looks like someone’s been exploring the woods.”

			I gave myself a quick inspection and realized I was covered in brambles and a leaf was sticking to the bottom of one of my sneakers.

			“Simon!” Mrs. Kozmatka yelped. She started to rush for me, only to be blocked by my mother, a master of optics, who wanted the policeman to see her receive the first hug.

			“What were you doing out there?” my father demanded. Even back then, he always seemed vaguely annoyed by my presence. Like I was a puppy his wife had wanted. He’d indulged her little whim and now the beast wouldn’t stop relieving itself all over the rug.

			
			“I was playing,” I told him.

			“Didn’t Mrs. Kozlowsy—” my mother started to say.

			“Kozmatka,” said the nanny, who must have realized she was going to be fired and didn’t feel the need to take my mother’s crap anymore.

			“Didn’t Mrs. Kozmatka tell you to stay away from the woods?” my mother said sternly. “Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused? Officer Robinson had to come all the way out here…”

			Officer Robinson looked a bit thrown by our family dynamic. “It was no trouble at all, ma’am,” he insisted. Then he knelt down in front of me. “Did you get lost?”

			I shook my head. “No.”

			“Did you have fun?”

			I couldn’t help it. I must have grinned like a maniac. The cop mussed my hair and stood up. He was a nice guy. Still is—though he wasn’t quite as helpful the next few times we met.

			“Excuse me, Officer,” my mother began, “but I really don’t see—”

			“Mr. and Mrs. Eaton, the woods around Brockenhurst are pretty safe during the day. That’s where most of the kids here play. My own girls included. Of course,” he said, looking down at me, “it’s a good idea to get inside a couple of hours before dark. There are some wild dogs that come out when the sun starts to set.”

			“Wild dogs?” my mother gasped, as if he’d said lions or bears.

			“We call them coydogs around here, and your son is no safer from them in your yard than he is out in the woods. You might think of getting Simon a slingshot or a BB gun and teaching him how to use it. The dogs are scavengers. Cowards. They won’t put up a fight.”

			
			“Simon is eight,” my father argued. “He can’t be out running wild in the forest.”

			“Why not?” the cop asked, and my father clammed up.

			“I can’t see why Simon would want to play in the woods when he has toys and a pool and everything he could possibly want right here,” my mother informed the cop.

			“You’re absolutely right, ma’am,” Officer Robinson told her. “I’m sure your boy has everything you could buy. But out there in the woods, Simon can make his own world.”

			My mother remained skeptical, but my father must have felt that his manhood had been challenged. He sided with the cop. After that, I was allowed to leave the house in the morning and return just before dusk, covered in leaves and mud. No one ever asked what I did in the woods. I didn’t tell them—and I never breathed a word about Kat.

			Over time, my behavior improved. I got into fewer fights. Kat and I built new worlds and burned old ones down. We ruled over our forest kingdom with barbaric benevolence. Kat showed me how to shoot, saw and hammer. I gave her my ridiculous weekly allowance whenever her mom didn’t have money for groceries, and I taught Kat how to curse in French. At school we beat up each other’s bullies and did each other’s homework. We bought our first game consoles together—and transitioned to PCs together. We were inseparable in every world we visited.

			Kat was my best friend and my family for ten whole years, but I don’t think I ever spoke her name in front of my parents. She belonged to my world, not theirs. She was none of Grant and Irene’s business.

			—

			
			The sun is setting behind me. It’s a beautiful Sunday evening in Brockenhurst. A cold wind ripples the swimming pool water, and the trees at the edge of my lawn shove against each other like commuters boarding a subway car. Kat’s somewhere beyond those trees. She can’t be far. I can feel her. I hope she’s all right, but until I see her at school tomorrow, I’ll have no way of knowing. My Otherworld gear is just a pile of shards. I’m legally forbidden to use email. And Kat blocked my calls three months and four days ago.
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			So how do you lose your only friend? It’s an excellent question. I’m still searching for the answer. All I know is that the chain of events kicked off sixteen months ago. At the time, life was about as perfect as it will ever be. I should have known it wasn’t going to stay that way. I should have been prepping for disaster. The universe was worried that I’d go soft being happy. I needed trials and tribulations to keep me on my toes.

			First my father accepted a job offer in Dubai. It was supposed to be temporary. “Only a couple of years,” my parents assured me. They seemed blissfully unaware that they were talking to someone for whom two years was the difference between Pokémon and pubic hair. I should have whipped out the Kishka at that point—and threatened to expose my mother’s crooked family tree. Then again, if I ever make a list of the shit I should have done, it would stretch all the way to Atlantic City.

			While my parents enjoyed the fruits of slave labor in a tacky desert hellhole, our house in New Jersey would be transformed into a high-end vacation rental. I was not allowed to stay. They were adamant about this, though I emailed them countless articles about the things that took place in high-end vacation rentals and assured them that I couldn’t possibly do any more harm to the house than the furries and orgy enthusiasts who’d soon be occupying our bedrooms.

			
			In the end, I was given two options, and staying in Brockenhurst wasn’t one of them. I could move to Dubai—or I could pack my bags for boarding school. My father’s illustrious alma mater in Massachusetts had accepted me for the spring semester. Which meant dear old Mom and Pop must have been plotting the move behind my back for quite some time. I would have been heartbroken if I’d ever trusted them in the first place.

			I considered running away. I was pretty handy with a slingshot and pellet gun at that point. I figured, if nothing else, I could live in the woods. It was Kat who pointed out that I’d gone completely insane. There weren’t enough woods left to hide me. Besides, two years was nothing in the grand scheme of things, she said. And she said it with such conviction that I started to wonder if she could see the grand scheme from her bedroom window. At the end of our time apart, we’d both be out of high school, together and free. She swore we’d talk every day until then.

			For the first six months we did. Then Kat’s mother, Linda, announced she was marrying a man named Wayne Gibson. He’d moved to town around the same time I left, and they’d bonded over bourbon at some local bar. Suddenly Kat was busy helping her mom make arrangements for the wedding. Our texts and video chats dwindled to a few a week. After the blessed nuptials took place, she sent me some pictures of the event. I didn’t say so at the time, but I thought her new stepdad looked like a real douchebag. He wore a military dress uniform with a bunch of fancy medals that he’d polished to a shine, and in every picture he stared straight at the camera, as if daring the photographer to take the photo off-center. But Linda in her frilly cupcake of a dress was beaming like she’d just been crowned prom queen. She’d always been so nice to me, though. I figured her happiness was all that mattered.

			
			That was when Kat slowly began to vanish. She’d send me a strangely cheery note now and then, but most of my texts went unanswered and my emails weren’t opened. In my more paranoid moments, I started to think that maybe Kat had planned it all. That maybe she’d convinced me to leave New Jersey because her grand scheme didn’t include me. I went a little nuts with the cybersurveillance. I set up a Google alert for her name. I studied her dormant Instagram feed for secret messages. The last thing she’d posted was a series of photos devoted to the home improvements her new stepfather was making. There was nothing really interesting in the pictures—just lots of electronics and wires. She hadn’t posted on Facebook in months, so I stalked the profiles of our mutual acquaintances, searching for clues. I spotted a blur of copper-colored hair in the background of a few party pics, and that was it. Kat was alive, but she was moving too fast to be captured on camera. I kept writing her, sometimes three emails a day. The last time she responded, she told me she needed some space. The message was one sentence long.

			Everything I thought I’d known had been torn down and reassembled. Kat had been my touchstone, and without her, I didn’t recognize the world anymore. I didn’t care to. I stopped going to class. I stayed in the dorm, playing Assassin’s Creed with my roommate, a Ukrainian head case named Elvis who collected toy robots and possessed a very dim view of the human race.

			
			Then one morning four months ago, I woke up to find a Google alert for Katherine Foley. The Brockenhurst newspaper was reporting that she’d been arrested the previous night for stealing her stepfather’s SUV and driving it into an ornamental koi pond. The police report noted that a sodden, half-smoked joint had been discovered under the gas pedal.

			The paper didn’t publish a picture, but I had no trouble finding a few online. I’m still surprised the photos didn’t go viral. The black SUV was submerged all the way to the backseat doors, and the pond’s fat golden koi were gliding in and out through the open windows. The half of the vehicle sticking out of the water was almost perfectly vertical. It was a truly impressive feat of automotive mishandling.

			Scrolling through the pictures of Wayne Gibson’s SUV, I kept thinking back to that fateful day when I’d first stumbled across Gangsters of Carroll Gardens. One glimpse of the Kishka and I’d known he was my grandfather. I didn’t need to read the caption or contact the local genealogical society. I’d just known. The same way I knew that the wreck I was looking at on Facebook wasn’t an accident. I can’t explain why, but there was no doubt in my mind that Kat had destroyed her stepfather’s car on purpose.

			—

			Elvis drove home to see his parents most weekends, and he kept a run-down Volkswagen off campus. I suppose I should have been more suspicious when he offered to loan me the car if I let him use my computer. But I would have given him a kidney, too, if he’d asked. So I handed over the computer and drove seven hours to New Jersey. When I pulled up in Kat’s drive, I thought I might have made a wrong turn. The beautiful house I found in the middle of the woods looked nothing like the hovel I remembered. It was painted white, and the jack pines around it had been cleared. Somehow the foundation had been lifted as well, and the house no longer seemed to be sinking. I knocked on the door and Kat’s stepfather answered, greeting me with the same stare I’d seen in the wedding photos. He was compact and wound tight—six inches shorter than me and thirty years older. But I knew he could probably take me and I could see he was eager to try.

			
			He politely informed me that Kat had been grounded and couldn’t see any friends. She’d fallen in with a bad crowd, he explained, and she needed some time alone to get her head back on straight. I assured Mr. Gibson that I had never belonged to any crowd—good or bad—and I’d driven all day just to see his stepdaughter.

			“I know who you are, son,” I remember him telling me. “And I don’t think Katherine wants to see you. You haven’t been back here in months, and it would probably be best if you just stayed gone.”

			It stung for a second, I gotta admit. That was just about the last thing I wanted to hear. But while part of me was inclined to believe it, hearing it come out of Mr. Gibson’s mouth felt wrong. There was no way in hell Kat would share her feelings—any feelings—with a man who looked like he invaded third-world countries for sport. So I asked if I could have a word with Linda instead. I was told Mrs. Gibson wasn’t at home, which was total bullshit. It was past seven in the evening, and I could smell Linda’s signature stew cooking. I said I’d be happy to wait, and Mr. Gibson said that wouldn’t be wise. When I sat down on the porch, he phoned the cops.

			
			Officer Robinson arrived on the scene, and I was sure I’d been thrown a bit of good luck—until he and Kat’s stepfather greeted each other by name. Officer Robinson (Leslie Robinson, I now knew) took me aside for a man-to-man. He said he sure was sorry to hear about my recent breakup, and boy, did he feel my pain. He’d been dumped a few times in his day, and he’d learned that “sometimes a man has to just walk away.”

			“Kat’s not my girlfriend,” I told him.

			The cop just laughed. “Maybe it was never official, but you think I’m too old to recognize a young man in love?”

			His expression was so cheesy that I wanted to vomit, but I managed to keep the contents of my stomach from spewing out onto his shoes. I swore I wasn’t in Brockenhurst to win Kat’s heart. Something was wrong with her, I insisted over and over. But I didn’t have any evidence to offer. As desperate as I was at that point, I wasn’t crazy enough to inform a policeman that my best friend had destroyed an SUV on purpose.

			Officer Robinson wholeheartedly agreed that Kat was in trouble. The kids she’d been hanging out with were pretty bad news. But he promised me the Gibsons had the situation under control. They didn’t need—or want—any help. And then he warned me not to return to the house.

			“Mr. Gibson works in the security business,” he told me in a low voice. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he has cameras up all over this property. I know for a fact that he’s licensed to carry a firearm, and I’m sure he’s got a few hidden away here. Believe me, Simon. You don’t want that man ever mistaking you for a prowler.”

			
			I’m not an idiot. I knew better than to go back to Kat’s house. But I didn’t give up on her, either. For the next few days, I hung around town, sleeping in Elvis’s Volkswagen and trying to run into Kat. I was loitering outside the high school the following Monday when her stepfather dropped her off at the front door. I know she must have heard me calling her name, but she never even glanced in my direction. She clutched her books to her chest and bolted toward the entrance. When I tried to follow her inside, a guard stopped me and I got to have another man-to-man with Officer Robinson, who informed me that it’s never a good sign when a girl runs away from you. This time I had to agree.

			An hour later, Officer Robinson personally escorted me and Elvis’s Volkswagen to the Brockenhurst town limits. I spent the first part of the drive back to Massachusetts cursing Kat for ignoring me. As I passed through Connecticut, the crosshairs of my rage shifted to Wayne Gibson. When I reached the Massachusetts border, I nearly did a one-eighty on the freeway. The SUV in the koi pond meant something, I was sure of it, and the answer was back in New Jersey. But I had no money and no place to stay, and I couldn’t bear any more sappy sympathy from Officer Robinson. The hopelessness of the situation was sinking in when I arrived at my boarding school dorm and was greeted by the FBI.

			—

			
			When the agents told me why they were there, I knew in an instant that opportunity had knocked. At some point during the three days I’d been gone, someone had used my computer to hack the server of the world’s largest manufacturer of Internet-connected toy robots.

			Laugh all you like, but it’s not as ridiculous as it sounds. Imagine what someone who’s truly evil could do with an army of toy robots that can see, speak and record. The FBI certainly had a few ideas. But my roommate, the Ukrainian wing nut, apparently had something quite different in mind. He’d reprogrammed the toys to inform the children of the world that “The robot revolution is nigh.”

			I don’t even know where Elvis was that evening.
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