

[image: ]





[image: The Trigger Mechanism by Scott McEwen and Hof Williams]





 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

About the Authors

Copyright Page

 

Thank you for buying this

St. Martin’s Press ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: image][image: image]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on Scott McEwen, click here.


For email updates on Hof Williams, click here.






 

The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.







 

This book is dedicated to the next generation of patriots. May you always have your own Camp Valor to prepare yourselves.







 


PART ONE








 


CHAPTER 1


Jalen fired up the gaming console, grabbed the controller off the dresser, adjusted his VR headset, and stared at the giant flat-screen. The reflection of a thin, somewhat serious African American teen looked back. Jalen felt disconnected from the image reflecting back at him, as if his own eyes were saying, “That’s all you got?” He looked away.

From the console, Jalen launched Twitch, a free software tool that allowed him to stream his gameplay live. Checking the sound to make sure the tiny webcam mounted on the TV was recording him, he now saw a different Jalen sitting on the bed—tall, confident, and athletic, despite his apathy for sports.

“Damn waste of my good genes,” his dad had said more than once. Jalen’s father, Ronnie Rose, had been the one to buy Jalen’s first gaming console. And sometimes when Jalen visited his father and the awkward silence was just too much, he played games on the living room floor, his dad sprawled out on the couch behind him, talking like Jalen wasn’t there.

“I bred a boy who could play in the NFL or NBA,” his dad said, “but all he does is stare at those screens.” Jalen wanted to point out that his dad was a hypocrite. Not only did he devote his life to a game—football—Ronnie was also a huge videogamer, and until he moved out, he would hog the TV with endless rounds of Halo, Madden, and NBA Live. He even got addicted to Candy Crush. Jalen wanted to tell his father to focus on himself and stop shaming him, but that would only set him off. “Waste of time, money, and DNA!”

“You think you’re responsible for those good genes?” Jalen’s mom laughed. Tyra Rose immigrated to Florida from Brazil as a child, and with a little help from her dedicated father, she became one of the best women tennis players in the world, at one time holding a number-one rank. She’d won seven majors—Wimbledon twice—before having Jalen and his sisters. “Tell me, Ronnie, how many championships did you have with the Lions?”

“Don’t you give me that,” Ronnie groaned. He’d been a five-time, all-pro wide receiver for Detroit. “You know the team sucked. Can’t expect me to carry the world on these shoulders.” Ronnie grinned down his right and left side. “Broad as they are.”

“Okayyyy, blame it on the team.” Tyra turned to her son. “Baby, I want you to take note: your father’s attitude is the reason he hasn’t worked a day since he left the league thirteen years ago.”

“Goddamn.” Ronnie stood up. “This is exactly why I got outta this house. Jalen, you take a note. Pick a woman who pulls you up, not pushes you down.”

Tyra followed Ronnie to the door. “There’s a difference between pushing someone down and challenging them to be their best. I challenged you. You gave up!”

“How ’bout you challenge our son to get off his damn ass.” Ronnie slammed the door.



Sanjeet Rao, the CEO of GoTech, the leading developer of autonomous vehicles in the United States, strode confidently toward the modified Peterbilt semitrailer truck with CBS Nightly News anchor Chris Moriarty, and his cameraman, in tow.

“The strategy behind GoTech’s business model,” Sanjeet said to the illustrious reporter, “is to provide the autonomous operating system—the brains of the car—to vehicles.” Sanjeet motioned to the GoTech technology mounted over the truck’s cab. “We don’t want to make cars or trucks, we want to make the technology that drives the future.” Sanjeet smiled, letting the line—the bit of branding he’d paid hundreds of thousands of dollars for—sink in. “Think of it like an open operating system in a cell phone. Samsung, Google Pixel, and LG all have different housings, different features, but the thing that makes the phones work—the brains, if you will—is the Android operating system running on the phone, the open system any phone can use. We are like the Android operating system for vehicles. We’re the brains and you can put us in any brand, any body type, pretty much anything with four wheels. We just want to make the driving experience more efficient, more productive, more enjoyable, and much, much safer. Doesn’t matter if it’s a car, truck, or even a golf cart.”

Chris nodded and his cameraman panned the cab of the truck. “I can tell you that everyone at my dad’s country club would be a lot safer if he had a self-driving golf cart.”

“Good.” Sanjeet laughed a little too hard. “We’re up for the job. But in all seriousness,” he said, clearing his throat. “We exist so you can do the things you want to do in your vehicle and let us do the driving. Our GoTech Model One is outfitted with LiDAR VR voice recognition software. We have thirteen mounted cameras, 750 sensors in the exterior and interior of the vehicle, including the most advanced telematics reporting system available. But the secret sauce, if you will, is our local computing power within the vehicle, supported by a cloud-based computing power and the Qualcomm Snapdragon chipset within the GoTech module, which leverages 5G and 4G plus LTE connectivity with the cloud.”

“Quite a mouthful.” Chris Moriarty flashed a smile, his veneers fitting for a nightly news anchor.

“Yes,” Sanjeet chuckled. “Simply put, there’s no faster, safer, or more tested solution in the market, whether driving a sedan or an eighteen-wheeler like this one.”

“Yes, I know,” Moriarty said. “I’ve seen your tech riding on top of cars and cabs in my neighborhood in New York and when I travel to Silicon Valley. Very distinctive.”

“We have a lot of cars out there learning how to be better, and we’ve logged billions of miles with AI technology in virtual simulations.” Sanjeet strode around to the driver’s side of the vehicle. “For today’s demonstration, we’re going to sit here.” He opened the back door with a grin. “Your cameraman can take the jump seat behind the driver’s seat.” He stepped inside the cab of the truck, which had been outfitted ahead of time by Moriarty’s film crew with mounted mics and cameras. The CEO took a seat behind the wheel of the big rig and motioned for the other two to follow, saying in a pandering Southern drawl, “Hop on up in here, y’all.”

With the cameraman sitting behind them, toggling between the two men, the GoTech-outfitted semi pulled away from the curb and into the streets of Austin, Texas.

“And safety?” Moriarty asked as the unmanned steering wheel gently oscillated right and left.

“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that there are some bad drivers out on the road. Our vehicles, however, are not among them. It’s estimated that it takes three billion miles for AI technologies to become as proficient as a very good human driver.” He gave a snake-oil grin. “We’ve clocked 150 billion miles on roads and simulators.”

“Wow,” Moriarty said.

“Yeah, that’s a lot of time behind the wheel. Our AI driver—the technology that’s guiding this vehicle right now—is a far safer driver than any human. Layer on top of that the sensor and computer-viewing technologies, and this car has the ability to see and sense vastly farther ahead than any human eye could. You, and the people around us—the cars we are passing—are all exponentially safer with GoTech autonomously driving this vehicle.”

“Okay,” said Chris. “That makes sense. And what about cybersecurity?”

Sanjeet laughed. “Everyone worries about cybersecurity when they think about autonomous, because it’s the most obvious breach. But the fact of the matter is, the first moment companies like GoTech conceived of autonomous vehicles, we began to execute on that vision. We anticipated that problem and have designed security precautions to make a breach absolutely impossible.”

“Absolutely impossible?” Moriarty raised a skeptical eyebrow.

“As impossible as possible,” the CEO corrected. “The universe is infinitely complex and there are conceivably eventualities we haven’t considered, but I can tell you that there is no safer device, no safer visual environment, than the vehicle you’re in right now. For someone to compromise this technology would require more effort than developing a nuclear weapon. Trust me, this technology is unbelievably safe.”



Jalen put his laptop and homework assignments in the center of the dresser in his bedroom. He stared at the sixty-inch flat-screen and game console underneath. Of course he had work to do, but the compulsion to sneak in one more game before studying Mandarin was just too compelling. Plus, he’d recently been playing his favorite—a throwback, pixelated, world-building game called Kill Bloxx. He’d been playing online with a guy named Pro_F_er, who was incredibly fun to game with.

With the camera working, Jalen launched Kill Bloxx and stepped from his broken, boring life into a digital wonderland where he was known to gamers on the platform and in videos online as the all-masterful gamer Javelin.

The game Jalen had chosen that day was Jaylbreak, in which an avatar escapes from prison. As with any massively multiplayer video game, Jalen knew there could be tens of thousands of people playing at the same time, in the same world. He was familiar with many of them, and some he even considered friends, though he only knew them as their digital avatars. This was the case with Pro_F_er, who’d first chatted with Jalen while livestreaming through Twitch. The text came on the screen in red letters, Pro_F_er using Jalen’s Kill Bloxx handle.

Pro_F_er: Yo, Javelin. I’ve been developing a new world. Wanna meet me?

On the Kill Bloxx’s platform, participants and developers could create their own games using software made available by the original developers. Jalen wanted to develop those skills himself one day, but for now, he was content to explore the worlds created by other people.

Javelin: Sure man. How do I get there?

Pro_F_er: Turn around.

Jalen turned and saw Pro_F_er’s avatar.

Pro_F_er: All right. Follow me.

The two avatars ran down the long hallway of the jail, the digital alarm blaring as it would in real life. Jalen followed Pro_F_er to a set of stairs and then stopped.

Pro_F_er: I put a door here.

Somewhere, in some room across cyberspace, Pro_F_er entered a code that caused a door to appear onscreen. He opened the door and went through, and Jalen’s avatar followed, entering a world that was similar to most Kill Bloxx games, except they’d crossed from night to day, and instead of being inside a jail, they were on a sun-kissed city street.

Pro_F_er: The object of this game is to steal a car … hit as many pedestrians as possible. It’s a point system. One point for men, two for women, three for teenagers and kids, and half a point for anyone with a walker.

Javelin: Dude this is sick. Where do I find a car?

Pro_F_er: Gotta go hunting.

Jalen followed Pro_F_er down a series of suburban streets. In the world he had designed, there were wide lawns and split-level houses. It did not take them long to find the first car to steal—a futuristic semitruck.

Pro_F_er: You drive. Wanna see what you think about this game.

Pro_F_er opened the passenger door of the digital vehicle.

Javelin: On it.

Javelin’s avatar opened the driver’s side door and climbed in.

Javelin: Where do we find people?

Pro_F_er: Just gotta start driving, my brother, and let the bodies pile up.

Jalen peeled out.







 


CHAPTER 2


“So where do we want to go?” Sanjeet asked Moriarty.

“Since we’re in Austin…” The journalist patted his belly. “How ’bout barbecue?”

“Okay.” Sanjeet addressed the vehicle. “GoTech, can you recommend a barbecue restaurant?”

“Sure,” the soothing female voice of the intelligent driver sounded through the car. “I can help you with that. Today, I can see there is a special pop-up at the Midway Food Truck Court for Franklin Barbecue, Austin’s top-rated barbecue restaurant. Shall we try that?”

“Sounds good,” Sanjeet said, smiling at Moriarty as the semi made a left and headed toward South Congress.

It was a beautiful day in Austin, still early enough that it wasn’t scorching hot, though temperatures were supposed to reach into the midnineties by afternoon. It was Saturday, and the University of Texas was in the midst of Graduation Weekend, so parking was a challenge. But for the GoTech, this would not be a problem.

“As ride-sharing and vehicle renting is the ultimate goal of our system, we’ve made it unnecessary for GoTech to park—except for service—so the asset is always engaged. For commercial vehicles, the cost of training and managing drivers is a major expense, so this is a game changer.” Sanjeet again addressed the computer. “GoTech, if it’s crowded, will you let us out and find an appropriate spot to wait for us?”

“Yes, Sanjeet, I will do that for you,” GoTech said, and the semi continued past the food trucks lining a green park that was thronged with people, buzzing around the Franklin Barbecue truck.

“Maybe we should go somewhere else,” Moriarty said, looking out the window. “We weren’t the only ones who thought this was a good idea.”

“Sure,” Sanjeet said. “GoTech, would you make another recommendation?”

“Yes, I am happy to do that—”

“Actually, how about we just head out to Hill Country? We can go to the Salt Lick. That place is always good,” Sanjeet said.

“Yes,” GoTech responded. “Changing course for Salt Lick.”

The tablet mounted on the dash showed the course rerouting.

“Great. Thank you, GoTech.”

“Turning right,” the voice chimed.

But the truck did not turn.

“Uhhh, looks like you missed the turn, GoTech,” said Sanjeet, chuckling.

But the truck did not respond. Sanjeet’s thin body swayed as the electrical motor revved, and the red line on the speedometer tipped to seventy miles per hour.

“Is this supposed to happen?” Moriarty looked at Sanjeet, who braced against the seat.

“GoTech, slow down and proceed to Salt Lick,” Sanjeet said with feigned calm. The semi did not comply, hurtling toward the park packed with food trucks and people.

Sanjeet repeated the instructions again and again, each time his voice a little less calm. “Go to Salt Lick. Salt Lick. Turn around. GoTech, stop the car. GoTech, pull over now! Stop!”

“Okay, Sanjeet. Stopping now.” The British computer voice echoed in the cab of the speeding truck. But the Peterbilt only sped up.

The hood of the vehicle struck the first pedestrian at approximately 11:37 a.m. on Saturday, May 19, 2018. It was a man on a bicycle. The truck thundered on, passing a row of picnic tables and plowing into a group gathered for a birthday party.

“Look out!” the cameraman screamed from the back. “Oh my god. You killed them!”



“The motherlode,” Jalen said into his mic as he saw the crowd of digital bodies milling around a series of food trucks. Jalen had changed to “hover view” and could now see a hundred feet in the air above the digital car. The first person he hit was an avatar on a bicycle. He watched the figure of a man bounce off the hood and fly over the roof. He then angled the digital vehicle toward a group of eight to ten people who looked to be gathered around a birthday cake. “Aw, man, jackpot.”

The points calculator on the side of the screen clicked to seven. “Looks like I just hit four men and a kid.”

Pro_F_er: Dude … police.

Sirens blared.

Pro_F_er: Do some damage and get out.

Jalen mashed the controller, speeding between food trucks. The points calculator clicked again as he crushed digital forms that darted left and right in surprisingly realistic fashion.

He reversed the semi and backed over a lady in a business suit.”Wait, can’t miss this one.”

Jalen was good at this game, but as he drove the truck around the oval park, smashing through trash cans and wooden barriers, he felt a pang of something slightly gruesome. The world he was in was a game, without real-life consequences, but even so, he felt slightly nauseous as he ran over people, guilty almost, a touch remorseful. The crunch, their screams—it was a little too realistic.

This pang of uneasiness, however, was quickly buried, so deep he couldn’t quite put his finger on it, nor did he want to. And as the police cars came swarming up, he figured if he was going to be bad, he’d take it to the next level. Toggling quickly, he pointed the digital eighteen-wheeler at the lead cop car and pressed down as hard as he could on the speed button, tearing up a boulevard and slamming head-on into the police sedan. The first vehicle pancaked on the front of the semi and rammed another police car before the truck slowed to a stop.

“Oh my god. That was insane.” Jalen laughed and addressed the camera across from him. “Hope someone out there was watching that. If not, I’ve recorded this session, and I’ll add it to my YouTube channel. Please leave comments down below. Thank you, Pro_F_er, for introducing me to this sick and twisted world. Javelin out.”

Jalen took off his headset and was about to go downstairs when he heard his laptop ding from the desk across the room.

Commenters already, he thought.

He opened his email and saw the sender was someone he didn’t recognize—Encyte. He wondered if it was spam, and he read the subject line out loud: REALITY IS BROKEN.

The words intrigued and chilled him. He paused, then opened the email. The message only contained three words: You did it. At the bottom was a YouTube link. Jalen clicked and was suddenly viewing his own livestream. “What in the world…”

On one side of the screen was the typical Twitch video—the game format and the view of the gamer in his room. Jalen saw a boy sitting on a bed, wearing a VR headset playing a video game on Twitch. Because of the VR headset, it took Jalen a half second to realize the boy in the video was him. On the other side of the screen, there was actual footage of the actual food truck court. The hairs on the back of Jalen’s neck stood up and his stomach soured as he realized it was the same as the game he’d just played, except this food truck court was real, and the people were real, enjoying a beautiful day in some town, in the United States. They were getting lunch, hanging out, having fun, and then, just as the Twitch video showed Jalen driving the stolen eighteen-wheeler into the food truck, a real eighteen-wheeler with high-tech gizmos on the roof sped onto the screen. The truck plowed into bodies—humans. Jalen could hear himself laughing in the video over the screams of people being slaughtered on what should have been an ordinary Saturday.

Jalen’s hands shook. He ran to the bathroom, fell to his knees, and vomited.







 


CHAPTER 3


Wyatt’s head was not in the game. Sure, he wore a helmet and cleats and held a long titanium stick. His eyes followed the gameplay from the sidelines where he waited to be sent back in, but his mind was elsewhere, lost in a moment nine months before when she was taken from him, from her family, from this world, and no one aside from a small band of misfits and outlaws knew it. Not even his teammates—many of whom considered him a great friend—had any idea who Wyatt was and what he had lost. Wyatt kicked at the dirt, wanting to shake the thoughts in his head, but he couldn’t. He wanted to be present for his team, especially now, but Dolly kept creeping back in.

His team, the Bulldogs, was playing in the Virginia State Championship semifinal for high school men’s lacrosse, and even though he’d started the season with the other freshmen on the bench, his aggression and speed had earned him a spot as a long-stick midfielder with a reputation as a go-to in clutch situations, an enforcer who could make things happen. Wyatt, with his slight, scrappy build, should not have excelled in this sport he’d only played for a few months, but the truth of the matter was this: he was 165 pounds of pure, raging teen. The shaggy hair, the jaded eyes, the jutted-out chin—from across the field it was easy to see that an anger had set in him so deep it went to the bone, and he took it out on anyone who dared to stand in front of him.

It was how he coped. Pushing his body to the brink. Letting physical pain distract from what was inside him. If his thoughts settled for even a moment, he knew what would surface—Dolly: gagged and bound, the life gone from her wide, dark eyes. And then he would see Mr. Yellow, the pit rings around his button-up when he told Wyatt the news: “We found a body in South America. Washed up in the river. Dental records are a match.”

Wyatt had not saved her. And worse, he was the reason she was used as bait.

“Get in there and take somebody out!” Wyatt’s coach screamed at him from the sidelines, shaking him from his trance. The Bulldogs were down one point with two minutes left and as always, Coach used Wyatt when he needed to shake things up.

“Yes, sir!” Wyatt called out and ran onto the field. Because his captain had fouled out, Wyatt’s team was a man down, and the player cradling the ball in front of him was the opposing team’s best attackman. The ref blew the whistle, and the attackman ran at Wyatt, then rolled. Wyatt tripped. The attackman got a step ahead and ran toward the goal and hitched his stick back to shoot, but Wyatt, teeth bared, caught up to him and with his six-foot titanium shaft, snapped hard on the boy’s ascended stick. The white rubber lacrosse ball popped out, and with a practiced flip of the wrist, Wyatt swung the head of his stick and secured it, running in a slight arc toward the other team’s goal. Wyatt ran with his own stick out in front of him, so the players chasing and lashing him with their sticks weren’t able to jar the ball loose.

Wyatt ran down the field and crossed over into the other team’s defensive zone, creating a four on three. Normally the defense would “slide” toward Wyatt, opening up an attackman who Wyatt could pass to, but this wasn’t happening. The other team was making the bet that Wyatt—with his long stick and less than perfect stick skills—would not attempt a play on the goal. But he did. Moving the stick from his right hand to his left and cutting hard toward the center of the field, he sped toward the crease in front of the goal. Angling straight for the goal, still switching his hands back from left to right, Wyatt’s eyes shifted to the lower left corner of the net. The center defenseman, a 240-pound senior who’d already committed to play at an Ivy League school, slid off his attackmen and ran full speed at Wyatt, his stick pointed like a spear at Wyatt’s chest. Wyatt took the shot, expecting to get hit, wanting to get hit. But he saw the defenseman slow and turn his head, tracking the ball with his eyes. Wyatt figured the guy was going to hit him a second before. Why deprive him of the chance? He lowered his head and rammed the six-foot-three defenseman, planting his shoulder in the giant player’s chest, knocking him to the ground and then stepping over him, like a boxer after a knockout blow.

The defenseman writhed on the ground, cradling his forearm. Within seconds, a couple of medics rushed the field and began checking, but Wyatt just stood there, watching him squirm. He could hear the crowd screaming. He finally looked over to see if he’d scored. The ball had stopped rolling somewhere behind the goal, far out of bounds. He’d missed. Game over. But he’d tagged his man.



“Hey.”

Wyatt heard a voice behind him and knew immediately who it was. He turned to see his father, Eldon Waanders, standing outside the locker room. As usual, his father’s sunglasses sat a little crooked, his left ear missing from his previous summer as a hostage of the psychotic killer the Glowworm.

“Good game,” Eldon said somewhat cheerily as they walked across the gravel parking lot. “Except for your crappy attitude.” His tone turned stern. “I don’t care that you lost, but you took a cheap shot and you almost hurt that guy.”

“Whatever,” Wyatt said, slinging his bag over his shoulder and crunching gravel. “That dude was twice my size. His fault if he can’t take it.”

“Look,” Eldon said, following his son. “I know it hasn’t been easy since we’ve been back, but you’re gonna have to get control of yourself.”

Wyatt slung his gear into the back of the car and slammed the trunk.

“If anyone has a reason to be angry, it’s me.” Eldon pressed the finger of his mutilated hand into his son’s chest and held his gaze. “And if anyone has a reason to want revenge … it’s me.”

“Come on, Dad, you still have Mom. The woman you love didn’t get stabbed to death because of you. Don’t you get it?”

“No, but she’s lived alone for the better part of twenty years. Thinking I just ran off on her. She was hurt too—”

“Hurt, but alive—” Wyatt said and then added, “Why didn’t she come to the game?”

“I don’t know.” Eldon hesitated. “Maybe—I think she still has a tough time being out with me in social situations.”

“That’s great,” Wyatt said and kicked a patch of gravel across the lot.

“I’m sorry, buddy,” Eldon was saying when he caught a glimpse of a familiar car out of the corner of his eye. They’d been so engrossed, they hadn’t realized they were being watched. Two faces peered through the windshield of the sedan parked a few rows over: Mr. Yellow, the fixer for Camp Valor, and Avi Amit, the former Mossad agent and Valor’s less-than-cuddly security expert.

“Are they here for you?” Wyatt asked his dad.

“Something tells me they want you.” Eldon waved as Avi got out and pulled down his sunglasses.

“Eldon!” Avi called out with a nod. “We need Wyatt.”

“Nice to see you too!” Eldon joked. “Have at him.”

Avi started toward Wyatt, speaking as he got close. “Wyatt, there’s a kid we need you to talk to. About the attack in Texas that a criminal or criminal network, Encyte, took credit for. He’s in Detroit and we need you there tonight.”

Wyatt looked at his father, waiting for an answer.

“Sure.” Eldon shrugged.

“Really?” Wyatt said. “I’m not punished?”

“You’re not a kid anymore, Wyatt,” Eldon said. “Go do something useful with yourself.”

“We’ll have him back by midnight.” Avi opened the car door for Wyatt. “We’ll keep you in the loop.”



Mr. Yellow aimed the sedan out of the lot onto the highway, heading for Charlottesville’s Albemarle Airport. The damp, late spring air swirled through the car, smelling sweet, like young leaves and distant barbecue smoke.

In the back seat, Wyatt had changed from his wet undershirt to a dry T-shirt with a soft hoodie and a clean pair of mesh lacrosse shorts. He was still sweating slightly but the breeze cooled his skin.

“You need a shower.” Avi scrunched his nose and rolled down the window farther.

“You were the one in the big hurry,” Wyatt said, slipping on his headphones.

Mr. Yellow drove them to a private terminal and parked outside a nondescript hangar. They cut through a small lobby, reminiscent of a car dealership—wafting gasoline and a burning pot of coffee. They passed onto the tarmac, where a Citation jet waited for them, gassed and ready. The pilot welcomed them aboard, and a few minutes later, they were airborne, en route to Detroit, to an airport that catered to military and private aviation.

Mr. Yellow found Wyatt staring out the window seat facing the rear of the plane. “Could you take those off?” He motioned to the Bose headphones.

Wyatt obliged, the punk rock bleeding from the headphones.

“So the official death toll from the Austin attack is fifty-three.” Mr. Yellow slid into the seat beside Wyatt and began his brief on the developing situation. “Dozens more injured, some gravely—paraplegics, one quadriplegic, amputations. Victims include Sanjeet Rao, the CEO of GoTech Industries, and Chris Moriarty, a CBS news anchor, and a cameraman, all killed after the truck rammed into the first police car.”

Mr. Yellow passed a folder to Wyatt, who paused before opening it. In it, the faces of the dead. He looked over them—elderly, children—his eyes glazed over.

“Law enforcement on the scene opened fire into the cab of the truck,” Mr. Yellow said. “It’s unclear if all three inside were killed by gunfire. The cameraman wasn’t wearing a seat belt and may have died from head trauma before being shot.”

“A couple dozen students from UT were also killed,” Avi joined in as Wyatt looked through the images. “Three professors. A high school civics teacher, four middle schoolers, a nun, a family with young children, and a grandmother.”

“The digital operator of the semi, Jalen Rose, is a teenager,” Mr. Yellow added. “Bright kid, no record or any major trouble. Attends St. Mary’s Prep School. Mom and dad are athletes, but the boy is pretty big into gaming.”

Wyatt looked at Jalen’s face. “I saw the YouTube video on the news.”

“That video,” Avi added, “has made him the most hated human in America, the scapegoat. The unedited version was viewed eleven million times before it was pulled. Thankfully, he was wearing the VR, or he’d probably be another victim. Everyone is trying to figure out the boy’s identity. He’s been getting death threats, so authorities put him in protective custody outside Detroit.”

“He is a victim,” Wyatt said somberly. “Even if he pulled the trigger.”

Avi nodded.

“But how could these even happen? I mean, technically speaking?” Wyatt asked.

“An interesting and complicated question,” Avi said. “You want the simple version or the real answer, the one cloud technology PhDs are trying to figure out?”

Wyatt gave Avi a look. “When I need to bore myself to sleep, I’ll ask for the extended version, for now let’s shoot for simple.”

“Okay, so the servers that allow the video game to work and the GoTech-outfitted truck to drive both reside in the cloud—meaning, on remote computers accessed through an internet connection, where they have massive amounts of computing power, so the cloud can tell the car where to drive and so players can interact in a virtual game environment. These servers reside in separate data centers, and in the case of GoTech, in highly secure data centers that supposedly cannot be accessed by anything or anyone but the remote GoTech devices. You follow?”

Wyatt nodded.

“Somehow Encyte was able to hack into the GoTech data center, find the server for that truck, and replace the part of the cloud computer that tells the truck where to drive with part of the gaming computer that received instructions from the gamer’s controller. At the same time, Encyte took all of the live video, LiDAR, and live data the GoTech computer was using to see the street and converted it to the data the gaming computer’s virtual reality engine was using to produce the graphics environment the gamer was experiencing while playing. This combination let the gamer control the truck while seeing everything the truck’s computer saw in real time, but in his video-game world.”

Wyatt paused. “So that was the simple version?”

“As simple as I could make it.”

“So basically, Encyte hacked into the GoTech computer and put the videogamer in control with a video-game view of the truck.”

Avi shrugged. “Sure. That’s one very simple—almost absurdly stupid—version of what happened.”

“Thanks.” Wyatt smiled. “I assume the FBI’s Cyber Division is investigating. Any leads?”

“They’re going through Jalen’s home internet, computer, and console, as well as GoTech’s servers now, looking for evidence of the hack. It’s going to take a long time—the servers are massive. So there’s nothing yet. We do have the email Encyte sent Jalen. It contained the subject line: REALITY IS BROKEN. That mean anything to you?”

“Actually, yes. I first heard it doing research into Glowworm Gaming. It’s a phrase used by gamers,” said Wyatt. “And a book. Reality Is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and Can Change the World.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Avi asked.

“It’s a worldview,” Wyatt explained. “Gamers think the worlds they experience in a video game are superior to reality. Reality, in their view, is flawed and doesn’t follow the perfectly ordered logic of a well-designed game. Games are logical and designed from the ground up to match our needs perfectly. Games provide the things we need in reality, like a sense of accomplishment, total engagement with the world around us—what we don’t get from life. Anyway, that’s the gist.”

“Now you have me confused. Gaming is not reality, so it has no consequences?” said Avi.

“Games do have consequences. You can make money, or lose it—a lot. The gaming economy is massive.”

“And just look at Austin,” Mr. Yellow said. “Those are very real consequences.”

“I think what he’s trying to say is that the world we live in is broken,” Wyatt said. “Games can make us better, games can improve life. And now he’s playing a game with us. Trying to change the world through his games.” He stared out the jet window at a vast sunset the color of a drying bloodstain. “Or that’s my thought at this time.”

“Avi, let’s get this book Wyatt is talking about,” said Mr. Yellow.

“Already on that,” said Avi.

Wyatt looked back at them. “Is this Encyte’s first attack? Or do we have a preexisting criminal profile?”

“Interesting you ask,” Avi said. “Do you remember the Sneaker Riot this past year?”

Wyatt shook his head.

“Weezo, the sneaker company owned by rapper Young Tarique, makes collectible shoes and decided to do a drop. You know what a drop is, right?”

“Yeah. To hype a product. You announce a drop in an area with a limited supply.”

“In this case, Weezo—or someone claiming to be Weezo—released an app to locate the pop-up, but when fans got to the drop—a church basement in SoHo, in New York—there were thousands of people and just a few pairs of shoes.”

“The reaction was completely out of hand,” Mr. Yellow said. “A riot ensued, inside the closed area.”

Wyatt looked incredulous. “But a riot? Over shoes?”

Mr. Yellow held up a can of Sprite and shook it. “But everyone was trapped, like the gas in this can, excited, bouncing off each other. The room was ready to explode. And then it did.”

Wyatt eyed the can. “You got one of those unshaken?”

“Yes.” Mr. Yellow cracked a different Sprite and poured it into a plastic cup. “It was like a Black Friday brawl on steroids. Got very violent. The press blamed it on the hip-hop element. Weezo denied any knowledge of the drop. And it faded away in the news cycle. But what the public didn’t know was that the shoe company that supposedly organized the drop was entirely blameless. The app—our intel informs us—was created by Encyte and used to corral thousands of people, many of them impressionable teenagers, in a church basement that been suffused with a lethal cocktail of norepinephrine and adrenaline.”

“Hormones,” Avi said, “were released into the air so the people, who were already stressed and excited by the sneakers, experienced a chemical shift in their brains—and bingo.”

Wyatt nodded. “All it took was someone to throw the first punch.”

“Some of the most gruesome details were kept from the press,” Mr. Yellow said. “People gouged each other’s eyes out. Some were trampled. It was the stuff of gladiators, the basest form of human behavior possible, and we believe the real Encyte engineered it.”

“How do you know it was him?”

“Encyte didn’t claim credit directly,” Avi said. “But from the development of the app, to the knowledge of these psychiatric drugs, to the kill mechanism—the weapon of choice is a human pawn. That’s what we are learning is the method of operation used by Encyte.”

“It’s a little thin, but a workable theory.” Wyatt peered at the bubbles in his cup, swirling it. “So we have two attacks—one with video games and one with an app and a fake sneaker drop. Why involve me? What am I supposed to do?”

“Talk to Jalen.” Avi leaned in. “Check him out. He seems pretty distraught, but it could be an act. One theory is that Encyte is a hacker/developer from Glowworm Gaming. If there are ties, you might be able to find a strand of the truth for us to pull on. Maybe help us both.”

“I’ll talk to him, but I can’t promise anything. The only thing I want to focus on this summer is finding Hallsy and making him pay for what he did to Dolly, to us … to Valor.”

Mr. Yellow leaned forward, locking his eyes on Wyatt’s. “We are working on Hallsy day and night, Wyatt. We have a team of people trying to track him down. The best, the Golden One Hundred. You have to trust in the team and in the process. You know this.”

Wyatt shrugged. “That’s what you tell me. All I know is that murderous traitor is out there getting away with it.”

Both Avi and Mr. Yellow nodded.

Wyatt leaned back in his seat. “Reality is broken.” He repeated the line as he watched the clouds whir over the jet’s wing. “What is Encyte going to break next?”







 


CHAPTER 4


The safe house for Jalen Rose and his family was located in the village of Clarkston, a quaint commuter town about forty-five minutes north of Motor City. The house sat at the end of a cul-de-sac on a street dotted with a mix of ranch-style homes all set on large parcels of land. Its long driveway was lined with black SUVs and police vehicles tucked out of view from the street.

Mr. Yellow edged the loner FBI sedan past the string of cars and onto the muddy grass, trenching the yard in the process. He threw the car in park and turned to Wyatt.

“You have an hour.”

“Roger.” Wyatt pulled up the hood of his sweatshirt.

“And I’m sure I don’t need to remind you,” Mr. Yellow said as they followed Avi to the house through the garage. “You were never here.”

Wyatt nodded and they entered the room, raising the heads of the police and FBI agents who’d been interrogating Jalen under the guise of protection. Seeing the three men approach, the agents scattered, and Avi continued down a dim hallway before crossing through a kitchen littered with disposable coffee cups and pizza boxes. A soggy Greek salad sat untouched in a plastic clamshell, reminding Wyatt of a terrarium. Outside the window, the law enforcement officers huddled, peering inside, trying to figure out who the mysterious visitors were.

Avi led them into a spacious dining room with wood-lined walls and a large table in the center. The blinds were angled shut and a chandelier glowed warmly above them. Jalen’s mother, Tyra, sat on one side of him, and a man in a nice suit—Richard Lee, Jalen’s attorney—sat on the other. Jalen’s father, Ronnie, paced in the back like he was in the locker room, ready to ball. Jalen slumped in his chair, arms crossed, chin down, staring at an uneaten garlic knot on a paper plate in front of him.

A thick-necked, sweaty interrogator sat across from Jalen, shoulders hunched. “I know you know more than you are telling me,” he said, the patience in his tone belied by a sinister smile. “You have the blood of dozens of people on your hands. If you tell me what I need to know, I’ll help you wash it off. Otherwise, it’s on you. On you, Jalen!” He pointed a fat finger at the boy like an umpire during a strikeout.

“I told you everything.” Jalen’s voice just barely audible.

“Stop lying!” The man slapped the table, but Jalen didn’t even flinch.

One look at Jalen’s posture and Wyatt knew the kid had shut himself off. “These guys are trained to deal with serial killers, not kids,” Wyatt whispered to Mr. Yellow. “How many hours has this been going on?”

Mr. Yellow shook his head. “Don’t know.”

“Now what?” Ronnie broke the silence, pointing at the new faces in the room. “Who the hell are these people?”

The interrogator swiveled around, his face cardiac red. “I said I didn’t want anybody in here but me. This is my interview!”

Mr. Yellow flashed a Department of Defense badge. “We’re here under orders. Sorry to interrupt, but we need a few minutes with Jalen.”

“I don’t care. I work for the attorney general’s office, and if you have a problem with that, you can talk to him.”

“Department of Defense,” Ronnie said incredulously. “What the hell do they want with my son? I’m about done with this, Dick…” Ronnie turned to the lawyer.

“We can end this right now,” Richard Lee said calmly. “Jalen’s under no obligation to answer any questions and has the constitutional right to remain silent. He’s trying to do the right thing—which I, personally, think is misplaced, as he did nothing to harm anyone intentionally. You gentlemen should be interrogating the makers of these violent video games, not my client!” Richard Lee shouted as if he were speaking to the press, which, in fact, was something he was itching to do.

“These clowns,” said the interrogator, “need to back off.”

Wyatt stepped past Mr. Yellow and pulled the hood off his head. “Jalen,” he said, “want to step outside with me?”

“What’s this?” Ronnie grunted. “Bring your kid to work day?”

“The opposite,” Mr. Yellow said. “He brought us to work.”

“Sure he did.” Ronnie laughed.

The interrogator now rose to his feet. He was huge: 250 pounds, six foot five, with a thinning flattop. “Kid, get your punk ass out of this house right now and take this old man with you.” He reached out and pushed Wyatt’s chest.

The man’s fingers had just touched Wyatt’s shirt, when Wyatt’s right hand came up in a blur, pinning the man’s hand to his chest. He leaned forward on the man’s thick wrist, nearly breaking it, and the man howled. Wyatt kicked his legs out and slammed the interrogator to the ground, rattling the entire house and knocking the wind from the man’s massive chest.

The man lay moaning and sputtering. Wyatt looked up at Avi and Mr. Yellow, who each took an arm and dragged the investigator out of the room.

“Damn,” said Ronnie.

Wyatt turned his eyes on Jalen and nodded outside at the basketball hoop glowing above the garage. “Just a quick game of H-O-R-S-E?”

Tyra patted her son’s leg. “Honey,” she whispered, “if you want to stop now, it’s okay.”

“Hoops?” huffed Ronnie. “Good luck. Been trying to get him to play—”

“All right.” Jalen rose to his feet.

“Wait—” The lawyer caught the boy’s arm. “If there are any questions, I need to be present.”

“We’re just hanging out, Richard,” Wyatt said. “Off the record. Where’s a basketball?”

Tyra raised a long, hot-pink fingernail. “First, tell me who you are before you go anywhere with my son.”

“My name is Wyatt. And all I’ll say is that I’ve been in his shoes before. I think I can help.”

“Help my ass,” Ronnie said.

“Twenty minutes.” Wyatt smiled at Tyra, trying his best to be charming.

“Ten.” Tyra cocked her head at Wyatt. “I saw a ball in the garage … but I’m watching you from here.”



The sun had set, and the air was considerably cooler in Michigan than Virginia, though still comfortable and fresh. Wyatt could see the security detail on the property, dim figures moving among the trees and shrubs in the distance. Jalen was a good shot—a leftie who put the ball up in clean, tight arcs. They played in relative silence for a few minutes, just shooting and passing, before Jalen cleared his throat. “Thanks for getting me out of there.”

“Sure.” Wyatt nodded.

“So you said you’ve been in my shoes before,” Jalen continued. “Hard for me to imagine anybody else in these shoes.” He looked down at his new Jordans as he dribbled.

“I just meant I’ve been sitting under the noses of a bunch of cops, sniffing around, trying to get something outta me that I didn’t understand.”

“Yeah, but I’ve killed people. That’s different.” Jalen took a shot, drained it. “So you don’t know. You can’t know … I didn’t mean to do it, but I did and they’re dead.”

Wyatt scooped the ball under the net and passed it to Jalen, giving him his change.

“Of course I know what that’s like,” Wyatt said. “You think you’re the only person in the world who’s been tricked into something horrible, something you regret every day of your life?”

“What do you mean?” Jalen held the ball up for a shot. “You’ve killed someone?”

“Yeah,” Wyatt said flatly.

“More than once?” Jalen asked.

“Pass the ball if you’re not going to shoot.”

Jalen fired it at the hoop, and it bounced off the rim. “But how? You’re a kid.”

“How?” Wyatt said. “You’re asking me how?”

“I didn’t know what I was doing. It was a game.”

“Maybe it was the same for me. And in that moment, reality was broken for me.” Wyatt squared up for a jump shot.

“You know that’s a book, right?” Jalen’s eyes perked up.

“By Dr. Jane McGonigal,” Wyatt said as the ball hissed through the net, hitting the blacktop and bouncing back to him.

“And you know in the book, this doctor says playing games is good?”

“It is good,” Wyatt said.

“Not for me. Not that day.” Jalen’s eyes fogged slightly. “I was just playing a game and all this happened. And now I’m broken.” Tears clouded his eyes and he blinked them back. “I wish I could turn it back. I wish I’d been the one to die. I don’t even want to live anymore. I’ve been thinking about how I can just end it for me, too.”

“I wouldn’t want to live either.” Wyatt tucked the ball under his arm. “And I wouldn’t blame you if you tried to do something about it.”

“Huh?” Jalen looked up. “Aren’t you like supposed to tell me not to say stuff like that?”

“No, man. It’s your choice. You can wallow…” Wyatt dribbled the ball around Jalen and went for a layup. “Or you can keep moving. And right now, you have a chance to do something good.”

“Like what?”

“Like helping us find Encyte.”

“Who is us?” Jalen shot back. “You dropped that FBI agent like he was a kindergartner. The old man with you said something about the DoD—who’s asking me to help?”

“Someone who can do something about what Encyte did to you and those people in Austin.”

Wyatt let that hang in the air for a few moments. “Going back to your original question, I think what Encyte means by reality is broken is that there’s a new reality, a digital world that links us all in a giant game, both real and virtual—that’s the reality, and he’s telling us he’s breaking it.”

“Certainly broke it with me.” Jalen took a shot, missed badly.

Wyatt tossed it back to him. “You’re bent, not broken.”

Jalen thought for a moment. Then fired up a three-pointer that swished through the net.

“When’d you first start interacting with Encyte?” Wyatt asked.

“To be honest, I don’t even know, ’cause he may have approached me with multiple avatars. I’ve been streaming my gameplay for a little while, trying to get a fan base on Twitch or become a YouTuber, but it’s like, not that easy. So when someone follows you and wants to play Kill Bloxx with you, it’s cool, it’s like an honor, and I guess the only person out there, who I know is associated with Encyte, went by Pro_F_er. He just started chatting with me one day. I think over Twitch, but then we were communicating over Kill Bloxx, too. He knew the game really well, and he designed some games of his own, with Kill Bloxx studio. You know that tool, right?”

Wyatt shrugged. “Loosely.”

“Well, within the Kill Bloxx platform, those in the community are encouraged to create their own games and let other people play them. He’d done that, and it was fun, but then…” Jalen’s voice trailed off. “The last game he brought me into was different. It looked like Kill Bloxx, but it was a simulation.” Jalen dribbled, lost in thought.

“Did Pro_F_er—or any avatar you communicated with—ever mention the name Glowworm? Or Glowworm Gaming?”

“Nah.” Jalen shook his head. “I’ve heard about their games, but they’re banned now … totally off the internet. But I think you can still find versions on the dark web.”

Wyatt looked back at the house, then at Jalen. “Ever been on the darknet?”

“I’ve logged into the Tor browser, but only just to do it. I haven’t played the games.”

“Well, don’t. I don’t know who’s still developing them or how they are functional, but those games are also a trick … a way to lure people in.”

“Aren’t all games?” Jalen laughed and passed Wyatt the ball. “How do you know so much about Glowworm Gaming?”

“Like I said, I was in your shoes before, not playing the game per se, but part of the collateral damage.”

“One thing I heard—a rumor among gamers—is that Glowworm was secretly some kind of terrorist. He was captured and black-sited by the U.S. government. Some people think he’s in Guantanamo right now.”

Of course Wyatt knew this wasn’t true. He’d been the one to kill Glowworm. He’d watched him die, the bullet from his own gun firing into Glowworm’s brain. The one life he didn’t regret taking.

“Jalen!” Tyra called down. “Your daddy’s leaving. Come say bye.”

Jalen hesitated. “If you want,” he said to Wyatt, “I can come back.”

“Nah, it’s cool. But just one more question.”

“Okay.”

“What didn’t you tell the FBI?”

“Man.” Jalen shook his head. “Thought you were going to be cool.”

Wyatt smiled. “Come on, dude. You’re too good of a gamer to have told them everything. Gotta be something you held back. At least, I know I would have.”

Jalen glanced around the property, letting out his breath.

“Hurry up!” Tyra called again from the house.

“Okay. But it’s not about me.” Jalen’s eyes narrowed. “There’s someone in the games … I just didn’t want her to get tangled up in all of this.”

“A girl?”

“Yes. But if I tell you what I know, can you promise me you’ll keep it a secret?”

“I can promise you I won’t tell the FBI.”
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