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To Marianne—like a sister,

only without the fighting over closet space

and borrowed makeup




Chapter 1



The Dangers of Higher Education

MY MOTHER isn’t normally the kind of parent who comes to school and has me yanked out of class because she needs to see me.

Never mind that the class I was pulled from was trigonometry, which is monumentally mind-numbing and—as far as I can tell—entirely useless to anyone except trigonometry teachers. It is rumored that, on a warm spring day three years ago, our trig teacher, Mr. Petersen, actually fell asleep during one of his own lectures. The speculation is that he has not awakened since, but is still droning on from memory, in a sleepwalking state.

I have never seen anything in Mr. Petersen’s demeanor to make me doubt that rumor.

Generally speaking, I’d be eager for any excuse to get away from sine and cosine and whatever that third function is whose name I can never remember. But I felt a prickle of anxiety. Despite my mother’s inability to come up with even one real-life situation where knowing the difference between opposite and adjacent, much less a hypotenuse would be a benefit to me, she does strongly believe in the theory of education. So I couldn’t make sense of the note the messenger from the office interrupted the class to hand to me:

 


Grace Pizzelli

Go down to Mrs. Overstreet’s office right away.

Your mother is here



 

My brain instantly zipped to the West Coast, where Dad was attending a sales conference at a hotel I was suddenly convinced was the obvious target for arsonists, kidnappers, earthquakes, flash floods, outbreaks of Lyme disease, and/or killer bees.

My outlook wasn’t improved by walking into Mrs. Overstreet’s office. Mrs. Overstreet was wearing that I-smell-something-bad-and-I-suspect-it’s-coming-from-you expression that must be taught in one of the required courses at principal college—a course that clearly would be more useful than trig.

But my mother had on sweatpants and a Milky Way Galaxy T-shirt she’d gotten when she’d chaperoned my Brownie troop’s overnight at the Strasenberg Planetarium seven years ago. This is strictly at-home wear for her. Even for going to the grocery store, Mom’s shoes need to match her purse. On this particular occasion, her shoes didn’t match each other.

My prickly-all-over worry exploded into panic. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?” I asked. “Is Dad all right?”

My questions seemed to send my mother into a worse spiral than she was already in. “Dad?” she echoed. She glanced around the office, looking simultaneously dazed and frantic, as though not sure whether to level accusations at Mrs. Overstreet or the two strangers in the room—a man and a woman. She settled on the strangers and said in a squeaky voice, “You didn’t tell me something happened to my husband!”

The man had a trim little beard, and—excuse me, but if you were a casting director looking for someone to play the role of a debonair devil, you’d be giving this guy your card and asking him to come in for an audition. By contrast, the woman might well have been studying for that principal’s course on intimidation through facial expression, but she was the one who spoke: “Mrs. Pizzelli, we don’t even know where your husband is.”

Mom’s voice went even higher. “Tyler is missing?”

My feelings were bouncing all over the place because I didn’t know if Mom was overreacting—which has been known to happen—or if she actually had a reason to suspect the worst.

Mrs. Overstreet went with option number one. “Mrs. Pizzelli, I’m sure your husband is fine.” She didn’t give my mother a chance to say more than “But—” before she continued, “When I go to conferences, the presenters always ask everyone to turn off their phones. I’m sure once they break for lunch, your husband will check his messages and return your call.”

The other woman was nodding as though those were her thoughts exactly. “Please,” she said, “now that your younger daughter is here, let’s talk about Emily.”

Emily?

Before I could ask “What’s wrong with Emily?” the woman had stood up and offered me her hand to shake. She was very business-chic and sophisticated. “Hello, Grace. I’m pleased to meet you. Though not under these circumstances, of course.”

The man, still sitting, smoothly interjected: “By which we do not mean to imply that Rasmussem Corporation or any of its employees is in any way responsible for those circumstances.”

Ah, I thought, putting together that suave but slightly sinister look with his precise wording. Lawyer.

I finally noticed that they both had Rasmussem Corporation nametags, as well as school visitor badges.

The woman continued, “My name is Jenna Bennett, and I’m the chief technical engineer at the Lake Avenue Rasmussem facility. This is Alexander Kroll, from our legal department.”

Mr. Kroll showed some of his teeth and added, “By which we do not mean to imply that this is a matter requiring adjudication.”

Apparently, my principal didn’t like lawyers. She leveled an I-am-picturing-doing-you-bodily-harm expression at him and said to my mother, “Yeah, yeah, so it’s much too early to talk about suing the pants off them, but that’s always a possibility.”

Kroll’s expression didn’t change: proof, if anyone had needed it, about the sincerity of his smile.

Suing didn’t sound good. People sue when something goes terribly wrong, and what did all this have to do with Emily—or me?

Ms. Really-I’m-an-Engineer-Despite-the-Fact-That-I-Look-Like-a-Principal-in-Training Bennett put on a pained expression.

But, fashionable and pretty as she was, she didn’t know pained. My mother’s eyes were red-rimmed and scared—that was pain. She took my hand and worked it like someone trying to soften up putty.

What a terrible person I am, I realized. Something awful has happened to Emily, and here I am mentally moaning about a few squished fingers.

Mom said to me, “Emily’s playing a game at the arcade.”

“Okay . . .” I said, knowing there had to be more. Emily is a student at RIT—Rochester Institute of Technology. She’s studying technical engineering and is in a work co-op program at Rasmussem, which, long story short, means she’s slave labor for them this semester, though I’m guessing Mr. Lawyer Kroll would try to qualify that statement. Rasmussem is the company that developed total immersion, the next step beyond virtual reality. When you play their games, sensations are fed directly into your brain: you can feel the warmth of the sun if it’s daytime in the world you’re playing in, just as you can feel cold and soaked to the bone if it’s raining; you can taste the food and smell the flowers; and if you’re riding a horse, after a while your butt goes to sleep. The difference between playing a Rasmussem game and a regular old virtual reality game is like the difference between watching an IMAX movie and one of those old black and white silent films.

I thought, Of course Emily is playing games at the arcade. No doubt most—if not all—of the people who work at Rasmussem are there because they love games. Well, maybe excepting the lawyers. But if the company wasn’t going to pay their interns salaries, they couldn’t be surprised at an unauthorized game or two. I assumed Emily was playing while she was supposed to be working, which apparently I didn’t take as seriously as the legal department did. Was she getting fired? Was she getting expelled?

But surely that wasn’t enough to account for Mom’s distress, or for my getting called out of class.

Mom still seemed intent on kneading all my fingers into mush. She said, “They can’t get it to stop.”

Confused, I said, “The games last a half-hour. While you’re playing, you feel like it’s hours, but it’s only thirty minutes.” I figured my mother wasn’t sure whether to believe me. She’s not a gamer—hard as that is to conceive of these days. She’s not into technology and can barely get her phone to cooperate. I said, “When the time runs out, the game just stops.”

“Yes,” Ms. Rasmussem-Engineer-Lady agreed. “Normally.”

Okay, well, granted, something was not normal or we wouldn’t all be here.

She continued, “Emily hooked herself into the game she was developing, and . . . she did something. She bypassed safety protocols. But the half-hour is up. The half-hour was up more than four hours ago.”

“Can’t you just . . .” Of course I have played Rasmussem’s games, but Emily is the tech-type in the family. “. . . unhook her?” I finished lamely, thinking of the wires they stick to your head when you lie down on a total immersion couch. Duh. Like the people who could think up total immersion weren’t smart enough to think of that?

“We did,” Ms. Bennett said, without sounding impatient or condescending at my obviousness. “She didn’t revive.”

Mom said, “I asked them to just pull the plug on the whole thing, but they won’t.” Pulling the plug is Mom’s cure-it technique for all of our computer’s ills.

Ms. Bennett said—and I could tell she’d said it before—“It doesn’t work like that.”

“There should be safeguards,” Mom said.

“There are,” Mr. Kroll told her. “Your older daughter, intentionally, with forethought, for her own reasons, disabled them. Leaving behind a note clearly showing her culpability.”

From his briefcase, he pulled out a piece of paper in a clear plastic bag hand-labeled EVIDENCE.

Evidence? Like from courts and trials and cop shows? What sort of trouble was Emily in?

The note was in my sister’s neat rounded penmanship. It said:

 


Not anybody’s fault.

This is MY choice.



 

While the word evidence had set off all sorts of alarm bells in my head, now I think my body temperature dropped ten degrees.

Emily had chosen to go into a game and not come out? Why?

Mr. Kroll was still talking to my mother. “There may well be loss to company revenues because of her actions, beyond the time of the techs who have been trying to help her, beyond the time taken by Ms. Bennett and myself to explain things to you at your home, and now here again at your younger daughter’s school because you wanted to consult with her.” His expression clearly showed what he thought of a woman who would seek her fourteen-year-old’s opinion.

“Be that as it may . . .” Principal Overstreet said.

We all looked at her, but she didn’t really have anything to say; I guess she just didn’t like our bickering.

Ms. Bennett stepped into the breach, too elegant to put up with bickering, either. “Be that as it may, we can tell, approximately, where in the Rasmussem-created scenario she is. I myself went in and tried to talk her out. She refused to listen to me.”

This was so weird, so . . . more than weird. I couldn’t even tell what I should be thinking.

I saw Ms. Bennett looking at me, waiting for me to realize she was looking at me. She said, “We’re hoping she’ll listen to you.”

Me? Somehow this was coming down to me?

I had caught that part where Ms. Oh-So-Well-Dressed Bennett had said she’d gone in to talk to Emily.

“I think it’s insane,” Mom said. “First one of my daughters gets stuck in their crazy game; then they want my other daughter to just step right in after her.”

“Mrs. Pizzelli,” Ms. Bennett said, “I’ve already explained: there’s no danger. I told you that I went into the game and was perfectly capable of coming back out again. Emily could come out, too. She’s simply choosing not to. We’re hoping Grace can get her to see reason.”

Liking a game is one thing. Playing into the wee hours of the morning even though it’s a school day is one thing. Shouting “Just a minute” when your mother hollers at you to get off the computer now because she’s called you for dinner twice already—all of that is one thing.

Emily wouldn’t come out?

“If,” Mom said, “if someone from the family needs to do this, it should be me.”

Ms. Bennett shook her head. “You’re not a gamer. You’d be overwhelmed. Without experience, you wouldn’t know where to begin, how to get around, what’s important and what’s only background. We’d lose valuable time. The programs are meant to last from thirty to sixty minutes. The equipment is rated safe for eight times that exposure. But it’s not meant for sustained immersion.”

Everything she said made sense, too much sense. There was no way I could hope Mom would insist on being the one to go—not when I could see so clearly it would be better for Emily to have me there.

In the movies, the good guys always fight each other for the opportunity to do the dangerous stuff. The Rasmussem people were saying this wasn’t dangerous. And still the responsibility was enough to freeze me solid.

Mrs. Overstreet, as a principal in charge of her students’ safety, said to me, “Grace, you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

For the first time in my life, I wanted to hug her.

“No,” Ms. Bennett agreed. “Of course she doesn’t have to. But there’s no reason she shouldn’t. It’s not like we’re asking her to donate a kidney or something.”

Suddenly we were into donating body parts? Would I donate a kidney? I wondered. Much as I loved Emily, I wasn’t sure I could.

“Oh, I wish your father would pick up the damn phone,” Mom said, “and tell me what we should do.”

Somehow, that cleared my head. We SHOULD, I thought, be able to make up our minds on our own.

“No danger of me getting stuck in there?” I asked.

“Absolutely none,” Ms. Engineer and Mr. Lawyer said in unison.

“Then,” I had to admit, “I guess I don’t see any reason why not.”

My mother sniffled but didn’t try to talk me out of it.

Mr. Kroll smiled his non-smile smile and opened his briefcase again. “Fine. We just have one or two papers for you to sign . . .”


Chapter 2



The Other Sister

THE RASMUSSEM PEOPLE had a mobot, one of those new artificial intelligence cars—the kind you program, and don’t need a driver for. I’ve been in one a few times, because the Arnold family has one, and Mrs. Arnold has chaperoned a couple of our class field trips. My mother, of course, doesn’t trust the technology. Although she admits that computers can react faster than humans in most cases, she keeps thinking some sort of situation will arise that the computer hasn’t been programmed for, that a human driver could think his or her way around. Mr. Kroll pointed out to her that there hasn’t been a single accident involving a city bus ever since they switched over to artificial intelligence drivers.

“The buses have robotic drivers,” Mom argued as we all climbed into the mobot limo. The limo looked odd, like a toy, because the whole vehicle was like the back of a limo—just seats for riders, no front seat or steering wheel or anything.

“The robotic driver is just to give people something to look at,” Mr. Kroll said. “The technology is the same. Once people get sophisticated enough to—Ow!”

He glared at Ms. Bennett, who had worked hard to accidentally step on his foot with her high heel. “Sorry,” she murmured, and settled herself down between him and Mom, even though that was a bit crowded and left me sitting across from all three of them. “Now, Grace,” she said before Mr. Kroll or Mom could continue arguing the finer points of transportation in the twenty-first century, “tell me about your sister.”

My mind, of course, went blank. What did she want to know? I thought of the time I’d been at my friend Cassandra’s house, and Cassandra had been crying, and I asked her what was the matter. “I hate my sister,” she said. “I wish she’d never been born.”

“What did she do?” I asked.

“She’s just mean,” Cassandra told me. “You know. You have an older sister.”

But I hadn’t known. Emily had never been mean—or at least not I-wish-she’d-never-been-born mean. When I thought of Emily, I thought of the time she helped me get out of my muddy clothes after Mom said “Don’t get your clothes muddy”—and Emily had them in the washing machine, then in the dryer, then hanging back up in the closet before Mom got home.

So I looked at the Rasmussem people, who wanted to know about Emily, and I asked Ms. Bennett, “What about her?”

“Does she have friends?”

“Sure.”

Ms. Bennett continued to look at me expectantly. Was I supposed to give names and addresses?

Mom filled in. “Emily has lots of friends. When she was living at home, she would have had a sleepover or gone to somebody else’s house every weekend if we’d let her. She loves staying in the dorm—she says it’s like a sleepover every day of the week.”

“So she’s enjoying the college experience?” Ms. Bennett asked.

“Yes,” Mom told her, somewhere between proud and snappy, as though she suspected Ms. Bennett was somehow or other criticizing Emily.

“Problems at home?”

Even though Ms. Bennett was still looking at me, and I was shaking my head no, it was Mom who answered. “My husband and I have very good relationships with both our daughters. Don’t you go implying that this is somehow our fault.”

Mr. Kroll said, “Neither Rasmussem Corporation nor its employees mean to imply—”

Ms. Bennett talked right over him, “And yet Emily’s note clearly shows that she has chosen not to return to her home or college.”

Ah, yes, the note. That short, scary note: “Not anybody’s fault. This is MY choice.” What in the world could that mean? Other than, of course, what it sounded like it meant?

“Well, that’s nonsense,” Mom was telling Ms. Bennett. “Emily has come home just about every weekend.”

Ms. Bennett raised her eyebrows.

Mom supplied the explanation no one had asked for: “Because she still has ties to her high school friends.”

She didn’t say what she could have: Emily has always been the popular sister. Mom’s good about not labeling, for which I can only be thankful, because Emily is the popular one, the smart one, the pretty one—which either leaves me with negatives or with nothing. Dad calls me levelheaded. That’s pretty much a last-ditch-effort-to-say-something kind of compliment, if you ask me: Grace, her personality is such an inoffensive shade of beige.

“All right,” Ms. Bennett said smoothly.

All right? I thought. It was like she was conceding a point in a debate. Were we debating?

Ms. Bennett asked, “Boyfriend?”

“Yes,” Mom told her. “Frank Lupiano, a nice boy who both Mr. Pizzelli and I approve of.”

“Did she meet him at college?” Ms. Bennett asked.

“High school,” Mom said. “He’s gone to Boston now, but they’re always calling or messaging each other. They’re still very close.”

“Hmmm,” Ms. Bennett said. “Is there anything you can think of, Grace? Any unhappiness your sister might have shared with you?” She held up a hand to silence my mother, who was about to protest.

Popular, smart, pretty. If Emily hadn’t also been the kind one, I could have hated her. Instead, I wanted to be her.

“No,” I said. “I can’t think of anything.”

“We’ll let that go for now,” Ms. Bennett said. “You tell us if anything comes to mind.”

“All right,” I said. I could have said that Emily was the well-adjusted daughter in our family. Sure, I have friends, but Emily had more friends than she knew what to do with. She was a joiner, and all you had to do was look at her yearbook to see that there was hardly a club she didn’t belong to. And most often, she was voted president of the club.

Me, the only thing I’ve ever joined was Odyssey of the Mind, and that was because my homeroom teacher bullied me into it. But I dropped out because (a) I am not really team oriented, and mostly (b) I was too worried about freezing up during the spontaneous, or improvisational, part. What if I blurted out something stupid and embarrassed myself? Or what if I couldn’t think of anything at all and the whole team failed because of me? Emily didn’t have worries like that.

And yet, apparently, she had some sort of worries.

And I was supposed to find out what they were. And talk her out of worrying about them.

Which was another worry for me.

 

Rasmussem Corporation was founded in Rochester, so the facility on Lake Avenue is both gaming arcade and international headquarters. When we got there, I saw a sign in the front window of the arcade:

 


CLOSED FOR ROUTINE MAINTENANCE

SORRY FOR THE INCONVENIENCE



 

Mom saw it, too, and sniffed. “Don’t want to scare the paying customers away.”

Ms. Bennett, who was getting pretty good with forestalling argument by holding up her hand, held her hand up for Mr. Kroll.

The mobot limo drove around to the back, where we could get out without anyone on the street seeing. Once we were on the sidewalk, the car drove off—presumably to park itself somewhere it wouldn’t get ticketed, towed, or de-hubcapped. Ms. Bennett swiped her nametag under a scanner to open the service door.

Someone must have been watching for us, because a young woman in a white lab coat was coming down the hallway to greet us.

“Any change?” Ms. Bennett asked her.

The young woman, who looked about Emily’s age, shook her head.

Ms. Bennett told us, “Emily is in gaming cubicle eighteen.”

“Can I get you anything?” the girl—her name badge identified her as Sybella—asked Mom. “There’s a Tim Hortons next door, and their coffees are pretty good.”

Mom looked ready to slap her. “You’ve gone and gotten my daughter stuck in one of your stupid games, and you’re thinking an iced cappuccino is going to make me feel better?”

You could see the Sybella girl thinking like, Yeah, probably caffeine wasn’t the best thing to offer YOU.

Mr. Kroll—cut off yet again by one of Ms. Bennett’s Silence gestures—announced, “I’ll be in my office if anyone needs me.” He hesitated, perhaps debating whether to inform Mom that neither Rasmussem nor any of its employees had been the ones to get Emily stuck in the game, or maybe considering whether he wanted to tell Sybella that he would like a cup of coffee. In any case, Ms. Bennett was hustling us down the hall, and he stayed behind.

If you go into Rasmussem to play a game with a group, they put you all together in a room big enough to accommodate however many total immersion couches you need, even though once you’re hooked up, you’re completely unaware of your physical surroundings and you don’t need to be near the people you’re playing with. You can play a game with people on a different continent . . . if you happen to be the kind of person who knows people on different continents, or if you don’t mind playing with people you don’t know. The friends-all-together part is just for those few minutes before they hook you up and after the game is finished.

On the other hand, if you’re playing a solitary game, they put you in a room that’s only about a couple of feet longer and a couple of feet wider than the total immersion couch itself. Even the word couch is a bit of a hyperbole, as what we’re talking about here comes closer to a doctor’s examining table than anything you’re likely to find in a living room.

Ms. Bennett opened a door, and there was Emily lying on her couch in her cubicle. I thought, in my levelheaded way, We won’t all be able to fit in there at once.

Another part of me taunted, You’re trying to avoid thinking about Emily. It was true. My mind was flitting from one unimportant detail to another: the size of the cubicle; how Emily was wearing jeans and a white lab coat like the coffee enthusiast who had met us at the door; how her body looked small and little-girlish and unprotected, because if I saw her asleep at home, she’d be wrapped up in a blanket or comforter. I even took in that her eyes were closed but—beneath the lids—were darting back and forth, which I knew was because the Rasmussem experience taps into the same part of the brain where dreams come from. But it was still kind of creepy.

Mom, on the other hand, rushed right into that cubicle and cupped Emily’s face in her hands. Then she dropped to her knees beside Emily’s couch and began to cry—deep, racking sobs.

I could see Ms. Bennett hesitate before deciding to put her arm around Mom’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Mrs. Pizzelli. She isn’t in pain—the exact opposite, in fact. And we will find a way to get her to come back.”

That should be me offering comfort to my mother, I thought. But I’ve never been very good at that sort of thing—too selfconscious, too concerned about being rebuffed, too afraid of saying the wrong thing and making everything worse. Emily, of course, is a naturally warm and sympathetic person and always knows exactly what to say and do when people are happy or sad or scared.

I WOULD have put my arm around Mom, I thought as I stood there in the hallway.

It was just that Ms. Bennett was faster.

Even though she had hesitated.

If our positions had been reversed, Emily would have put her arms around Mom.

Ms. Bennett made Mom sit down on the edge of the couch, by Emily’s feet. There were tissues on the shelf beneath the couch, and Ms. Bennett—taking no chances—handed Mom the whole box.

In an accusing voice, Mom managed to say, “You told me you had disconnected her.” She reached out her hand as though to pull loose the feed wires that stretched from Emily’s temples to the wall panel behind her.

Ms. Bennett blocked her. “We did,” she assured Mom, assured both of us, even though I was still standing lumpishly in the hallway. “But when that didn’t do any good, we hooked her up again so that we can monitor her responses and see where—in the game world—she is.”

Mom took a deep breath, but her voice shuddered nonetheless. “And now you want to do the same to Grace?”

I forced myself to be calm enough to say, “It doesn’t hurt, Mom. It’s just suction cups.” My mind, always ready to come up with a dire alternative, was quick to chime in: Or at least, it’s never hurt before.

Ms. Bennett touched a button on the wall panel and the side wall slid down into the floor—instant small-groupsized room.

Little-Miss-Tim-Hortons Sybella was there, waiting to set me up.

“It should be me,” Mom said. She once more burst into tears, so I went over to the other couch. No kid should see her parent cry.

And no kid, even a beige, nondescript kid whose best quality is her lack of excitability, should leave her sister stranded and in trouble, even if it’s that sister’s own choice.

“As soon . . .”—Mom had to work hard to make her words intelligible to me—“. . . as soon as you get into the game, come straight back out again, so that I know you can.”

I could see Sybella press her lips together to keep from saying anything about how that was useless or a waste of time, but Ms. Bennett said, “That will be fine.”

Sybella gave me a hairband to get my forehead clear.

As though she had never seen me with my hair pulled back, Mom dissolved into tears again.

“Do you want to go to the restroom?” Ms. Bennett asked her. “Throw some cold water on your face?” Before I even realized this might have been something to panic over, Ms. Bennett assured Mom, “We won’t send Grace till you’re back.”

Mom nodded, and Ms. Bennett led her out of the room.

“Shoes or no shoes?” Sybella asked. “You don’t need to take them off, but you might be more comfortable without.”

I kicked my sneakers off, only hoping—once it was too late—that my toes weren’t beginning to come through my socks. I snuck a peek. No obvious signs of wear, but I wouldn’t have chosen the Bugs Bunny pair if I had known anybody was going to see them.

“There’s a shelf beneath the couch where you can put your shoes and any personal items,” she told me. “They’ll be perfectly safe there. No one besides me will be coming in here.” She blinked, then added, “Well, and your mother and Ms. Bennett.” She patted the couch to indicate which direction for me to lie down—like it wasn’t obvious by the pillow at the end near the wall with the panel.

“Need to loosen the button of your jeans? Your clothing shouldn’t be tight or restrictive. Again, keep in mind that no one else will be seeing you.”

“I’m okay,” I told her. “I’ve done this before.”

She nodded emphatically. I noticed that she kept glancing at a clipboard. She wasn’t checking things off, but she was making sure she went through the routine correctly. Since I’d played before, she could skip some of the handholding instructions, but now she’d lost her place.

“New here?” I asked, because she looked so frazzled.

It wasn’t fair. She should have been calming me. It was my sister who was . . . Well, I wasn’t sure what was going on with Emily. But she was in some sort of trouble.

“Yeah,” Sybella said as she slathered my temples with some of that cold jellylike stuff that is supposed to help keep the leads on, but not stuck on. “The course description said ‘game development and facilitation.’ I didn’t realize I’d be interacting with the public.”

After a few seconds of silence as she triple-checked that the wires were positioned correctly, it sank in that she’d said course description, not job description. “Are you an intern, too? Like my sister?”

“Yup,” she said. “I don’t know her. They already asked. I mean, it’s a big class.”

“You’re in her class?” I echoed. It was hard to believe they could be in the same school and not know each other. Even people from my grade, three years younger, had known Emily. “So you only met once you both started working here?”

“Not so much,” Sybella said.

This was March. Emily had been going to school for almost seven months, working at Rasmussem for three. It was amazing that she hadn’t arranged a Get-to-Know-One-Another Ice-Cream Social, or a Halloween party, or a Thanksgiving feast, or a Christmas gift exchange in that time, not to mention a Valentine’s Day dance.

Mom and Ms. Bennett came back in. Mom looked like she was holding herself together through sheer will. She sat down on Emily’s couch, but on the side near me, and she took my hand.

“Ready, Grace?” Ms. Bennett asked. “We’re going to set you down in the game that Emily’s development team was working on. Because game time moves much more quickly than real time, we can’t pinpoint exactly where she is, but you should be in her vicinity.”

“So,” my mother asked, “how does Grace get out of the game?”

I knew the answer to that, because that’s something they always remind you of just before you go under.

“As with all our games,” Ms. Bennett told Mom, “there’s a safety feature we’ve built in, because these games are supposed to be fun. If something seriously spooks one of our players, or if—in this case—Grace wants to confer with us because she’s learned something she thinks might be helpful, all she has to do is say: ‘End game. Bring me back to Rasmussem.’” To me, she said, “Again, bear in mind it won’t be instantaneous because of the time differential, but we’ll pull you out if you speak those words—or if we sense by your bio readings that something is severely bothering you. Except for this first time, when we’ll just pull you back automatically right away, to assure your mother it can be done.”

I couldn’t think of any more questions to delay things. “Okay,” I said.

“Do I need to let go of her hand?” Mom asked, which I thought was a reasonable question, but apparently not, because Sybella snorted, though she tried to mask it with a cough.

Ms. Bennett must have been getting exasperated, because she said, “It’s not like we’re giving her electric shock treatment
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