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  Chapter One


  Just think about it. I know your work is very important, but theres more to life.


  Mother, Im thirty-seven years old, and the chances of me having children have dwindled to nothing. Why do you keep talking about this? Dr. Melanie Sage asked. It was still morning, and she had already been up nearly all night. Her pajamas, the ones she wore during the workweek from Monday to Wednesday, still felt warm from her bed. Her bedroom looked similar to her work space, with more computers, tablets, and other computing gear. She paused to think about the level of radiation she might be getting from all the electronics that surrounded her at night but then dispelled that thought as soon as she picked up her smartphone. She regretted not checking caller identification.


  I saw Gary yesterday at the library, and he was asking about you. Hes been divorced for years, and every time I see him, he asks how youre doing.


  For a moment, Sage wondered why her mother sounded muffled. A cold?


  Maybe you should download your books and movies and stop going to the library.


  There was a brief silence on the phone. A vague memory of a tall, dark-skinned, dark-eyed man fluttered in front of her, but she lost the image. Remembering faces had never been her strong point.


  When are you coming home? Your father and I havent seen you in eight months, her mother said. Sage decided not to answer the question and switched topics instead.


  I have isolated the majority of the code and now need more computer input and simulations to see if I can simply create a radio frequency to transmit to my implant.


  To transmit what? You shouldnt be messing with your implant. Thats a medical procedure, and I dont want you to mess with your emotions, her mother warned.


  By now, Sage had her feet comfortably in her bed/bathroom slippers and was en route to brush her teeth with her sonar brush, then do a facial scrub and fifteen-minute cleansing procedure that was so engrained she could do it in her sleep. And there had been three times she did just that.


  Mother, Im not doing any kind of surgery. I am simply transmitting a simple code that could enhance the part of my brain that helps with recognizing and engaging the neural structures to enhance their functioning. Sage struggled to keep the language simple. While her mother and father were bright, they were social workers and teachers, not computer science students.


  I just think that you should not be messing with things you dont know about.


  Sage found herself taken aback. She was in front of her mirror and refocused her gaze from the matted hair and oily skin to her expression. She could identify surprise, and it was fortuitous that she was able to feel the emotion and see the corresponding reaction in the mirror.


  Mother, this is coding, computer science, and radio frequencies. With two doctorates in computer science and mathematics, I think I can field this. Ill call you on Friday at the usual time. Im working late, so I may not answer if Im onto something.


  There was a brief silence until her mother spoke again.


  All right, dear. Dad and I love you.


  I love you too, Sage said. While the words came out, she was not feeling that emotion. Still, it was common-courtesy childparent communication to terminate in this fashion, as it reduced hostility for future conversations.


  Rather than waiting to hear the phone close out, Sage clicked off first. She was feeling behind in getting ready, and she wanted to start her morning waking rituals.


  Why does she do that? she said.


  There was no one in her apartment. She liked it that way so when she would talk to herself she never had to worry about others either hearing or criticizing. She shifted focus back on what she was doing.


  I got to get going.


  Chapter Two


  What are you doing here? The young man was wide awake, but his face looked oily, and his hair was not combed, as if he had just woken up from a deep slumber. He was also in his underwear and T-shirt even though it was ten oclock in the morning. In contrast stood his father, a perfectly groomed middle-aged man wearing a vintage-style three-piece suit, looking at his son with some disbelief but long-established acceptance.


  Let me guess. You and your sister are working from home again? Robert Cobb said. He already knew the answer. Even though the elevator was out and hed had to climb four flights of stairs, Cobb was not as winded as he thought he would be; the consistent choice of wearing a three-piece suit was to help cover his stomach and expanded backside. Hed been reveling in that thought when his son had abruptly opened the door.


  I thought you were the pizza guy. We ordered stuff an hour ago, said.


  What? Its ten in the morning. Who orders pizza in the morning? Cobb asked.


  Once inside, Cobb took in his son and daughters massive apartment, with its huge windows nearly boarded up to keep all natural light at bay and five visible workstations in the middle of the nearly empty living area where you would have expected expensive furnishing and entertainment centers. Instead, there were old-fashioned beanbags, sleeping bags, and the five computer stations, each holding double layers of four large monitors and networked CPUs of varying sizes with corresponding power strips taped down on an otherwise elegant hardwood floor. What struck Cobb the most was the unnatural electronic-blue lighting emanating from the three active stations. Just to add to the surreal scene, three people close to his sons age, in varying degrees of dress, lounged in the vast, dark apartment. They seemed to keep warm from the heat generated by the CPUs. Another parent might have been shocked or at the very least surprised. Cobb was far from it.


  Weve been gaming all night, and we figured out how South Korea and the rest of Asia have been able to beat our system. Were close to predicting their defensive and deployment strategies, his son explained.


  The military vernacular and extensive computer network were only missing seasoned soldiers or spies. Instead, there was his son and his friends, still in their pajamas and sleeping gear.


  Hi, Mr. Cobb, one of the gamers said. Another looked over and gave him a thumbs-up sign. Cobb waved to them both, and they went right back into their gaming. He had known both of them as children in the neighborhoodtheyd grown up with his two children, James and Jennifer. They had always played computer games together. If Cobb had not witnessed his son and daughter winning $7 million in a fourth-prize professional championship gaming event, he would have long since pushed his children to get real jobs and real professions and real lives. Although he had not been in their lives when they were younger because of psychiatric issues and injuries, he was sure he would have said the age-old parental motto, You think you can make a living playing games? Three years ago, when they put together their team and won a world video-gaming championship, he had been shocked. Their mother was always supportive of them, and it paid off.


  Wheres your sister? Cobb asked.


  Im going to get her up in twenty minutes. I needed her to sleep so that she can have fresh eyes on console five. I was just going to get things ready and the pizza before we start. Anything wrong?


  No, I just had called last night and texted you both this morning and was making sure you both werent dead. Cobb suddenly had a thought: his daughter was notorious for taking forever to get ready in the morning.


  Wait a minuteJen will get up and get right to playing without spending life and a day fixing her hair and prepping herself?


  His son clearly saw where he was going with this.


  A multimillion-dollar prize will do that, Dad.


  That can help a lot of things.


  His son stopped combing his hair with his hand and gave him a lopsided smile.


  You know this is our busy season, Dad.


  Cobb had genuinely forgotten that they were in the middle of a major tournament. Actually, Im embarrassed to say I forgot. Now that I know youre both alive, Ill head to work.


  Wait, you
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