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“Alma Katsu’s Incarnate is disturbingly timely, exploring ego, obsession, and self-image in an age when the adoration of strangers can be addictive. The book is smart, dark, and itself highly addictive. Katsu is simply one of the best writers in the field.”

Richard Kadrey, New York Times bestselling author of the Sandman Slim series

“Alma Katsu brings her unparalleled expertise, both as an intelligence analyst and a crafter of ghoulish delights, to this digital doppelgänger nightmare. Incarnate is like an uncanny selfie: squirm-inducing, but impossible to look away from.”

Nat Cassidy, USA Today bestselling author of When the Wolf Comes Home and Mary

“A binge-worthy thriller that made me scared of my phone for days.”

David Yoon, New York Times bestselling author of Version Zero

“Incarnate shines a terrifying light on how scary modern technology is. It’s a shocking thriller that will dial your paranoia to eleven!”

Jonathan Maberry, New York Times bestselling author of Red Empire and NecroTek

“Alma Katsu’s got her finger on the zeitgeist with Incarnate, where body horror meets AI, in a novel whose pages fly. What elevates her work is her research—even the most far-fetched genre plot points are utterly believable in Katsu’s masterful hands.”

Sarah Langan, author of Trad Wife

“Incarnate is an electric tale that vivisects our fears about both the future of our world and the darkness in our hearts. A deliciously addictive techno-horror that you can’t look away from.”

Kylie Lee Baker, Sunday Times bestselling author of Japanese Gothic
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LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.
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Only a fool believes that technology is a cornucopia of wonderful stuff without a price to be paid.

—CLIFFORD STOLL, pioneer in
digital forensics and tech futurist

*   *   *

No man for any considerable period can wear one face to himself and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to which may be the true.

—NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE




prologue

Dorothy Wagner sat in the waiting area outside the doctor’s office. Her heart banged hard against her ribs but she didn’t dare show how afraid she was, even though it was perfectly normal under the circumstances.

Sounds drifted in from elsewhere in the facility—shouts, manic bursts of laughter, angry raised voices—but it was quiet in the waiting room. They were trying for tranquil, was her guess. A wall of windows looked out on a sweep of lawn and a leafy grove of beautifully maintained trees. The words her parents had used to describe the place: campus, grounds, treatment center. Not looney bin, prison, psych ward. She’d learned the proper terminology fast even though she hadn’t been there twenty-four hours. Dorothy’s parents had assured her when they’d dropped her off in the family minivan that she’d only be there a day or two. A week at most.

Two voices could be heard from behind the door to the doctor’s office. One had to be Dr. Gruber’s; it was his office, according to the plate on the wall. The second—probably belonging to a fellow inmate—oops! Patient—was much softer, too quiet to make out what was being said, but it was just as well. Dorothy didn’t want to meet any of them, and she didn’t want to hear about their problems. She had enough trouble dealing with her own.

The door opened, and there stood the doctor. He was unimpressive, an off-season mall Santa Claus in a beige cardigan stretched hopelessly out of shape, chinos, and bifocals that slid down his nose. His flabby face was covered with several days’ growth of hair. He did not inspire confidence in either himself or the clinic.

He extended a big meaty hand. “Hello, I’m Dr. Gruber. You must be Dorothy.”

She followed the doctor into his office and sat on the couch gingerly, as though it might be booby-trapped. His office offered no distraction at all. It was utilitarian, sparsely furnished with what looked like institutional retreads from a vast storage facility somewhere piled with old desks and filing cabinets. Which only confirmed Dorothy’s suspicion that this was a state hospital. Of course it would be; her parents couldn’t afford a private place. Dorothy looked for the patient she’d heard speaking, expecting to see someone cowering in the corner, anxious to scoot by on her or his way to freedom.

But there was no one else in the room.

Gruber sat and opened his notebook. He licked a finger and made a show of flicking through the pages. “Good morning, Dorothy. Do you know why you’re here?”

Of course she did. She wasn’t an idiot. “The incident.”

“That’s right.” He clicked the button on the end of his pen with more force than was needed. “The parties involved, well, um … thought it would be best if you came in for an evaluation.”

The parties involved: her parents, the school, the police. Amber’s, Megan’s, and Hailey’s parents. No one had asked her because Dorothy was only twelve, used to being subjected to the decisions of adults.

“So, why don’t you tell me what happened? In your own words?”

In your own words—sounded like something you heard on a courtroom drama. The whole thing was mortifying. She’d told her story so many times now—to her parents, to her teacher and the principal, to the police—that she couldn’t believe she was being forced to repeat it again. Even after telling her story, it hadn’t done any good, had it?

“They were bullying me.” She picked up one of the two throw pillows on the doctor’s couch and hugged it tight to her chest like a shield.

“The three girls? Megan, Amber, and Hailey?”

Dorothy nodded.

“And … could you be more specific? How did they bully you, Dorothy?”

Every way possible, it seemed. With their eyes, which followed her everywhere in school, until she met their gaze, and then they’d look away coldly. They tormented her with their knowing smirks and the way they’d turn on their heels to avoid crossing paths with her. They bullied her with their cutting laughs and the things they whispered to each other after she spoke in class, always quiet enough that no one else noticed.

When Dorothy didn’t answer, the doctor tried again. “Did they send threatening texts, Dorothy? That sort of thing?”

“Yes. But it started with texts to the rest of the class. They made fun of me.” The whole thing had come to light after one kid from school, the only one she might consider a friend, reluctantly told her what was going on. Dorothy wasn’t part of the group chat and didn’t know what they were saying about her.

“What did these messages say? Do you know?”

She squirmed. What was the point of making her talk about this again? Obviously, someone had told him everything already. Her parents, the police. He was a sadist, making her relive it.

“They made fun of me. Said I was ugly, fat.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I wasn’t the only one. They made fun of other girls at school, too. I was just the latest.”

Again, the sympathetic murmuring. “But they took things further with you, didn’t they?”

She dropped her head, chin to chest. Burning with shame.

“Why do you think that was?”

They did it because they were right. Because I’m not popular. I’m not pretty. I don’t get a hundred likes every time I post a selfie like they do. Because my family doesn’t have a big house with an in-ground pool and I don’t go on awesome vacations that I can post about on Instagram. Because no one invites me to dance on their vids. Because this is who I am and there’s nothing I can do to make them stop.

Because being unpopular is the worst thing you can be.

Apparently she had done something to make them hate her.

Besides just exist.

When she didn’t speak, Gruber shifted in his seat, leaning toward Dorothy. “I’ve been told, Dorothy, that you’re a really bright girl. Gifted, even.”

Nice try, but Dorothy had learned not to trust flattery. People only said nice things so they could take them back later, to knock your legs out from under you. They didn’t mean it.

“That makes you different, and at your age, it’s really hard to be different. There’s—jealousy. Your peers can be … merciless. The pressure to conform, to fit in, it’s intense. Anyone who sticks out can become a target. It’s not right, we all know it’s not, but that’s the way it is.”

She forced herself not to roll her eyes. She’d heard this all before, and it was of no help.

He continued, ignoring Dorothy’s disdain. “Teasing can be part of growing up. It’s part of being in a tribe, understanding our place in the world. But it’s gotten a lot worse in the past twenty years or so, with social media. I know”—he rushed to continue, before she could turn away from him in disgust—“that sounds weak, but it’s true. You grew up with social media, so you don’t know what it was like before. But there have been a lot of studies on how mental health has worsened, particularly for your demographic. It’s given bullies a new tool they can use, another means to torment others. Put a new twist on an age-old problem.”

That’s where this was going. He was going to tell her to stay off social media, like her mom had said. That was adults’ answer to everything: Social media is evil. They didn’t get it, though. They might as well tell Dorothy to stop breathing air.

She hadn’t attacked these girls, so why was she the one being punished? Were they having their phones taken away from them? That was the real question in her mind: Why was she in this facility, being evaluated by this doctor like a bug under a microscope, when she wasn’t the one who’d done the bullying? Amber, Megan, and Hailey were the ones who should be locked up. They were the sick ones. The ones who’d done something wrong. Megan and Amber and Hailey were all being “spoken to,” Dorothy (and more important, Dorothy’s parents) had been assured by school authorities, but in practice they were still free to torment and harass anyone they wanted. The school was powerless against them.

Because in the eyes of everyone who mattered, those three girls were anointed. Blond and pretty and popular, they could do no wrong—and when they did, it was never their fault. Yes, Dorothy, tell us what you did to make these girls hate you. As though those girls had the right to torture whomever they pleased. They were liked and Dorothy was not and there was nothing Dorothy could do about it.

It was that simple.

Gruber was scrambling through his notes, the rustling of pages sounding like an animal burrowing in the walls. He stopped flipping the pages and looked up at her. “I see here that you’re a talented artist.”

She had a feeling it would come back to this. The picture she’d drawn of Amber. It had been a little challenge she’d set for herself, that was all. An exercise. Her art teacher had loved it—so realistic, so lifelike—and insisted they put it in the art fair, hang it in the hallway at school, though Dorothy had begged her not to. She hadn’t meant anything by it and she certainly hadn’t meant for it to seem creepy, as Amber claimed. Amber should’ve been flattered, the art teacher, a clueless woman a year or two away from retirement, had said, bewildered by the drama that had followed, but Amber had said it was proof that Dorothy was obsessed with her. She must’ve followed me everywhere … spied on me …

I feel violated.

“I just drew her picture,” Dorothy said miserably. “That’s it. Kids draw pictures of their friends all the time.”

But Amber was not her friend.

The doctor licked his lips, thinking … but electing not to ask the questions she knew were churning in his head. The questions that everyone had but no one had asked—yet.

Instead, he shifted again in his chair. “So … I need you to help me understand, Dorothy, how things got to the point they did. So, after the drawing, these girls started texting you, saying you should … kill yourself.”

Hearing her shame said aloud, the words coming out of a stranger’s mouth, was like having boiling oil poured over her head. How she wished she could melt into the ground and disappear. “Yeah,” she croaked.

“But when the police searched your phone, they didn’t find these texts, did they?”

She’d deleted them, she told them. The texts made her feel bad. She wanted them gone. He had to have that in his notes. She wasn’t going to say it again. She wasn’t going to go round and round this same argument every time. She wanted it over. She wanted it behind her.

The doctor was studying her, so Dorothy tried to squash every possible tell, every twitch, every blink.

“You weren’t saying that for attention, were you?”

Dorothy squeezed her eyes shut.

I must become invisible.

“And so that’s when you—”

She cut him off. “I just wanted those girls to stop picking on me. I wanted them to leave me alone.”

“We understand that, of course. That was definitely wrong of them. And we’re lucky that you’re smart enough to know that suicide is not the answer.”

Of course she knew. She was smart enough to see three or four steps ahead of most people, as smart as the adults said she was. She got what the teachers were saying before anyone else in her class. She got great grades. Her intelligence didn’t get her respect, though. It didn’t get her friends. It made her a freak, an outsider.

And every once in a while, her brains led her down the wrong path. They lied to her.

Still … she was smart enough to protect herself. To make everyone else go down the wrong path, too.

“Are they going to be punished? For what they did?” she asked.

Gruber cleared his throat a second time. “Well, the authorities are looking into your statements … and what the girls have told them, of course, their side of the story, and it’s still not clear, is it? Who did what to whom? It looks like there’s plenty of blame on both sides.”

She gritted her teeth. Of course, there was no evidence. The girls claimed to have deleted Dorothy’s posts. Those girls were the popular ones, so they got kids at school to support their side of the story.

And as to their claims? They could put anything they wanted on their phones. Make up stuff, bad stuff, incriminating stuff, and pretend Dorothy had sent it to them.

It was her word against theirs, and Dot knew how the police and the school authorities would react. Kids will be kids. Especially girls. Girls can be the meanest. What are you going to do?

The doctor continued to stare at her, turning something over in his mind. His iris twitched nervously, did he know that? That had to be a sign of some kind of illness, heart trouble or maybe neurological. Someone should tell him, she thought.

Then he came to life, brushing away the sweat on his upper lip before flipping his notebook shut and gathering his things. “All right, Dorothy, I think we’re done here. I think I’ve heard enough for my report.”

She sat up straighter. He was cutting things short. Like she thought he might.

“Your parents have agreed for you to change schools. St. Ignatius.” That was a private school. Dorothy didn’t think this was something her parents could afford. “They think you’ll like it better. Class sizes are smaller. Phones aren’t allowed in the classrooms.” Gruber stood. “Look, Dorothy, the best thing is to put this awful experience behind you, okay? You’ll go to a new school and get a fresh start. I think everyone would be happy if you just agree never to try something like this again. Okay?”

She smothered a smile. It had gone as planned, though maybe Gruber was caving a little quicker than expected. But she had predicted that the adults would be cowards. She was being released from this facility as though nothing had happened; oh, there’d be follow-up visits with Gruber or someone like him. There’d be no avoiding that after what she’d tried to do.

Then it came to her, why Gruber was letting her go.

It wasn’t because of her brilliant plan or its masterful execution.

It was only because of Jurgen.

No one wanted to heap more grief on poor Teresa Wagner, Dorothy’s mother, a woman who’d suffered so much already. As for the poor little girl who’d lost a sibling … that had to figure somewhere in this, to have had an effect on a growing child’s psyche. At least, that’s what the police and school authorities and even this doctor were happy to believe.

Jurgen. Somehow, she’d forgotten all about him.

She could’ve kicked herself. What a waste of all her efforts.




one

TEN YEARS LATER

I won’t be in your hair for too long,” Dorothy promises as she hauls her suitcase over the doorway. She is staying in the condo of Marta, a friend of a friend of her mother’s, the only person they know who lives in Los Angeles. Her place is only about an hour’s commute to Tomas Delgado’s studio, a miracle in the traffic-choked city. There is no way Dorothy will be able to afford a car payment and rent, not on what she will be earning.

“Yeah, no problem,” Marta says and follows Dorothy into the cramped living room. “I know what it’s like in the beginning. This is, like, my good deed for the year—pay it forward, right?”

Dorothy will sleep on Marta’s couch while looking for an apartment. Marta is in her early thirties, working as a stylist while hoping for her break as an actor. She is very pretty but seems to be just not quite pretty enough to get picked for parts, at least to Dorothy’s eye. She also strikes Dorothy as being kind of cynical and tough-minded, though who is Dorothy to say? She has just started following her big dream, while Marta has been working at it for a decade, spinning her wheels working a station in a salon, inhaling fumes while watching other actors get parts she auditioned for. That’s probably what living in L.A. does to you after a while.

“So, this guy you’re gonna work for, you’ve never met him?” Marta asks as she takes a drag of a cigarette, the sliding door to the tiny balcony open, which only serves to blow the smoke back into the apartment.

“No, not exactly. But we’ve been corresponding for over a year.” Dorothy sets her suitcase on an empty patch of floor. It looks like she’s going to literally be living out of her bag, as she can see no place to store her things, and Marta hasn’t offered her so much as a shoebox. She feels terribly out of place, like an intruder, even though she gets no hostile vibes from her host. It’s all almost too much—the cross-country flight, her first time in Los Angeles, the strangeness of the West Coast with its palm trees reaching for the open, empty blueness of the sky. It’s so unlike her home in northern New Jersey. It’s like she’s ripped her life open and shaken out everything that is worn and comfortable, and now she is waiting to see what her life will be.

And it starts with this stranger’s cluttered, messy place.

“So … you ever think about giving up and going home?” Dorothy asks.

Marta jerks back, spilling ash on the floor. “Why would I do that?”

Dorothy sees immediately that she’s been rude, a bad habit of hers. You’re too blunt, her mother has told her on more than one occasion. You could stand to be nicer to other people. Not everyone sees things the way you do. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean … I guess I just assumed if you came here to act …” And you’re still cutting hair, you must suck. There’s no good way out of this.

“Why should I go back? L.A. is my home now. All my friends are here.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—”

Marta’s turns to leave, the air chilly. “You’ll see. It’s not so easy.”

*   *   *

Is it true that Dorothy doesn’t know Tomas Delgado? It’s more complicated than that, but she doesn’t want to explain it to Marta. It’s not important anyway. It’s not like they’re going to be roommates for long. Dorothy’s tired of explaining the situation to people, to her family, her college adviser, her friends. To everyone else it seems crazy that she would move across the country, to a place she’s never been and where she knows no one, to take a job working for a stranger starting his own business. “Maybe wait awhile,” her mother, Teresa, suggested. Dorothy usually feels that her mother is on her side, but this time was different. “No shame in playing it safe. It’s smart. Why not work for your uncle Freddie for a while, while you wait to see if this man’s business finds its feet?”

“Oh, Mom, you don’t understand the VFX industry. You have to get in on the ground floor.” She doesn’t know if that’s true, though. Dorothy’s chosen field, visual effects, is a foreign planet to her parents. She comes from a family of teachers and mechanics and, at best, middle managers, the kind of jobs that are easy to wrap your mind around. They don’t trust anything to do with the entertainment business. It all seems shaky and shady to them, a risky way to make a living. Nothing you’d entrust with the happiness of your offspring.

Sure, it would’ve been better if Dorothy had gotten a job with an established studio like Industrial Light and Magic, a place that average people had heard of, but those jobs are few and far between. “Everything in L.A. is about who you know,” one of her professors said when she asked for career advice. You had to be there, get into circles of people in the same profession, and then the opportunities would come.

But this job fell into her lap.

Like everyone else in the world with a cell phone, Dorothy had been captivated by the videos of NotJessPerry. The clips featured a man who looked like action star Jess Perry but wasn’t, at least that’s what the creator, known only as Tomas, claimed. He had no reason to lie, and besides, there was no way a nobody could afford to hire Perry, one of the biggest movie stars in the world.

She remembered the first video vividly. There on the screen was her favorite actor replicating the latest dance to go viral on TikTok. The sinuous moves, sly winks, fancy footwork. Only … Jess Perry didn’t dance. This fact was well known. He’d said in interviews that he could sing—though it was nothing special—but he’d lost acting jobs because he had two left feet.

And yet here was the handsome actor, adored by hundreds of millions, looking like some kind of pop star.

Buried in the text accompanying the video was the ironic hashtag #NotJessPerry.

A few weeks after the first video came a second. In this one, Jess Perry was doing regular, everyday things. Eating a Popsicle, changing out of a sweater, speeding by on a motorcycle. He spoke this time, and it was undoubtedly Perry’s voice, the same voice Dorothy knew so well from TV and movies.

More videos followed. They showed the star doing what were, on one hand, mundane things: changing his clothes, talking to people on the street. But the point was to prove that Tomas’s manipulation of the media was flawless. Something as simple as having a character pull a half-zip anorak over his head, for instance, presented difficulties for any video-editing software; that Dorothy knew from the classes she took for her college degree. The seconds when the clothing obscured Perry’s face presented two chances to mess up, for the seams between real and fake to show.

By then, the videos had gone viral. They had been the object of speculation in countless posts. Wired ended up breaking the story that these videos featured not the actor Jess Perry but an AI video created by an unknown visual effects artist, Tomas Delgado. Tomas worked for a small effects studio in New York City, doing grunt work on video games and straight-to-streaming movies. His Jess Perry deepfakes were his own creations, he explained in the Wired interview, a challenge he gave to himself. The second video was designed not to stun the general public, like the first one, but to impress his fellow professionals. It featured situations that were notoriously hard to pull off, typically times when the programs would glitch and reveal that there was some digital prestidigitation going on. “The people who do this for a living know that I’m doing real honest-to-God magic here,” he told the Wired reporter.

After that interview, everything blew up for Tomas.

Dorothy spent hours poring over the videos, going frame by frame, trying to find the seams and theorizing how Tomas had pulled it off. Whatever his method or software, it was light-years better than what she was learning in class, which bugged her. She had no illusions that the college was giving her little more than glorified training for an entry-level job, but for that amount of money at least they could try to approach something more current.

Finally, one evening, her vision blurry from hours squinting at the screen, she decided to contact Tomas. Normally, she would never be this forward. She never tried to contact celebrities, not like some people she knew, desperate to reach out to their idols. She wasn’t sure Tomas could be considered a celebrity, anyway, though she kept an eye on his follower count and it was steadily clicking upward on every platform.

This was different. She wasn’t trying to meet a celebrity. This was professional interest—not that she would dream of asking him how he did it, how he made the magic. She was just going to tell him how much she admired his work and leave it at that.

Looking back, she realizes it was unlike her. She thought she’d learned her lesson early on: No one really wanted to connect with her on social media. The few connections she’d made with strangers fizzled out into nothing. The only thing anyone was interested in was using other people; once they saw that you had nothing to offer besides one more “like” or “subscribe,” they moved on.

At the same time, she’d been conditioned to feel that she had a relationship with the people she followed. She knew from her communications class that such delusions were called “parasocial relationships.” It was the rush of intimacy fans felt for the idols they followed on social media. All those photos and videos and posts gave you these glimpses into their lives and created the illusion that you were friends. “But those aren’t real lives,” the professors had stressed in their lectures. “Those are pretend lives, created precisely to give the illusion of closeness.” This was the dark art at the heart of their chosen profession, the teachers emphasized. For God’s sake, use it ethically.

Dorothy’s classmates had hooted at their professor’s presumption. Our generation grew up with social media, they countered. We know better than you that it’s make-believe.

That’s what they thought, anyway. Dorothy wasn’t so sure.

She decided to ignore their advice and write to her idol. Tomas Delgado had been able to accomplish exactly what she wanted to do: prove herself to the world. From the Wired interview and everything she could find out about him online, Tomas was an otherwise unremarkable young man from Queens. He was twenty-nine years old, on the slight side, not particularly handsome. His family worked blue-collar jobs, just like Dorothy’s. He had no relations in the creative arts, let alone in television or movie production. In other words, in another timeline, a different plane of existence in the multiverse, Tomas Delgado could be her. She could be Tomas Delgado.

So, before she chickened out, Dorothy sent him a DM:


Hello, my name is Dorothy and I’m a student at Montclair pursuing a VFX degree. I just want to tell you how much I admire your work. I feel like I’m looking at the future when I watch your videos. I wish they taught something like it here, but my professors aren’t even aware of your work or how it has the potential to change the industry.



It was, she knew, a childish thing to say, obviously pandering to his ego. But it was the truth. She just wanted to express her admiration. She didn’t want to be one of those people who asked for career advice and came off sounding like they were looking for favors—or worse yet, asking a complete stranger for a job. She pressed the “send” button before she chickened out.

The next morning, she was surprised to see a message back:


Nice to meet you, Dorothy. It’s nice to be noticed by someone else in the field. They won’t teach anything like this in your college program because what I’m doing is truly cutting edge.



The last bit stung a little. This is what happened every time she tried to connect with another person: There was always some kind of backhanded dig or subtle put-down. You are not my equal. The sting was overshadowed by elation, however: He had written back to her! He, a somebody, had recognized her, a nobody. Happiness swelled in her chest.

He probably expected their exchange to end there. He was merely being polite. Common sense told her to leave it at that, but she decided to extend herself. To risk seeming needy. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.


Can you suggest things I should study on my own?

New software? Creators I should be following?



Dorothy couldn’t believe when, later that day, there was another response from Tomas:


If you’re really interested …



She expected a link to a course he was selling. Master classes, a subscription service, even private consultations. That was the name of the game, wasn’t it? Income streams, the gig economy. She was pleasantly surprised when, instead, he listed a half dozen YouTube accounts (most of which she already knew about, she was happy to see) and linked to a couple of discussions on Reddit that she hadn’t been aware of. After spending a few hours online chasing all this down, she messaged back, thanking him for his generosity.

*   *   *

Over the next few weeks, Dorothy came to learn quite a bit about Tomas Delgado. He lived in New York City and had been working in the film industry in VFX for about seven years. She found a few pictures of him on his Instagram and Facebook accounts showing a slight man in his late twenties, his wiry black hair pulled back in a ponytail and his jawline accented with a wispy fringe. He usually wore sunglasses but in a rare shot with them off, his eyes looked kind. He didn’t seem to like to post pictures of himself. Instead, there were mostly pictures of his world. City streets, friends hanging out in a bar, and his workplace, a studio somewhere, his workstation cloaked in darkness. The table itself was littered with tiny figurines, empty cans of energy drinks, and crumpled Post-it notes. The typical life of a VFX artist, the job she hoped to have one day.

As she watched his follower count grow, she wondered why he bothered to continue to chat with her, worried that he might have an ulterior motive or that he might be hiding some dark, unsavory proclivities. He had over a million followers now on TikTok and nearly as many on Instagram, and the numbers grew by leaps and bounds every day. He confided that he was getting courted by businessmen who wanted to turn his techniques into something they could sell to the film industry. Producers were approaching him with ideas for collaboration. He was being thrust into a whole new world but still found time, in the wee hours of the night, to message with a college student. She imagined it might be because he liked being admired and that it was satisfying to have someone like her, a never-ending, nonthreatening source of praise. She would never compete with him, would never be able to surpass him.

Besides, there was nothing about her that he could want. She wasn’t pretty, she wasn’t rich, and God knew she wasn’t connected. All she could offer was adoration.

She was surprised one day when he asked her to tell him about herself. You have no presence on social media, he messaged one evening. I feel like I’m talking to a ghost.

That’s what she felt like: a ghost in a very big machine.

She gave him a carefully abbreviated version of the truth: I stopped using social media when I was bullied in middle school. I have new accounts under a fake name but they’re just for watching. I don’t want to put myself out there. I just want to observe. Be a lurker for a while.

He didn’t give her a hard time like most people would. He didn’t tell her that she needed to get tougher, that bullying was good for you and built character, like some sickos said these days. I can respect that.

She doubted that he meant it, though. Social media was his whole world, after all. Those TikTok snippets and Instagram reels and videos on YouTube were what got him noticed. He communicated to his much-enlarged world through comments and DMs. It was the way everyone communicated, and it was preferable to talking to real people, face-to-face. It was how we knew the world. And unlike her parents, who had been born long before social platforms had been invented, this was her world. She had been four years old when social media first started to blossom. It was all she knew.

She suspected he thought she was a freak, a loser. He would stop responding soon.

*   *   *

A week later there was another message from Tomas.


Do you need to do an internship for your degree? I’ve been telling you how busy things have gotten for me, and I can use someone to manage my files. It can be virtual, not like you have to move to the city or anything. It would be an unpaid internship, but it would be less than ten hours a week. What do you say?



Tomas set up a Zoom and for the first time, Dorothy got to talk to him face-to-face. In some ways, he was exactly as she’d imagined him: a bundle of nervous, caffeinated energy who talked a mile a minute. In other ways, he was a surprise: his soft voice, which she had to strain to hear. His hint of an accent, though she didn’t know where it came from. He was at the desk that was featured in his Instagram shots, a messy landscape in a dark cave.

“I’m working, like, thirteen, fifteen hours a day and I don’t have time to keep my files organized like I should,” he explained. “Plus things are moving pretty fast here. I got a manager and a guy who wants to start a business with me. I’m probably going to be moving to Los Angeles”—his voice swelled with pride here—“and so who knows? Maybe there’ll be a job for you down the road, once you’ve graduated.” It seemed like a pipe dream, a carrot he was dangling in front of her to get her to work for free.

This might be why he’d been so friendly. Unpaid or not, however, it was an opportunity. And surely he’d feel indebted to her, if his business took off ….

“Yes. Of course! This is amazing.”

When she told her program adviser that she’d gotten an internship with Tomas Delgado, the man only blinked at her. “Who?” He was a VFX professor and he hadn’t heard of the hottest new name in his field. Typical for this school. The man was out of touch, in Dorothy’s opinion. Out of it. He never remembered her name, let alone anything about her academically. She was a blur to him, a blank, nothing more than a ghost, but it didn’t matter. She was proud that she’d snagged this internship. It might’ve meant nothing to him, but it meant something to her.

At last, she’d been seen.

*   *   *

Tomas gave her access to his network. Her instructions were simple: Every weeknight at two a.m. (at least while he was on the East Coast), Dorothy was to log on and clean up his files. Make sure a copy of everything he’d worked on that day made it into backup files. She developed a filing system that made it easy to retrieve not only the videos he’d worked on, but backups of his programs, which he fiddled with daily.

It took her a week to clean up the mess she’d found there, to sift through all the NotJessPerry videos and clips and flotsam and jetsam, but that was a learning experience in itself. Her brain ate it up and asked for more. She studied each version she found, seeing the adjustments he made to make the video better. Eliminating glitches, enhancing certain aspects of the video or audio file to make it more seamless. To better fool, or enchant, watchers. He was like a magician, tirelessly going over and over his craft, smoothing his prestidigitation until it was flawless. Look at this, not at this. Nothing up my sleeve. Presto. He knew how to make people question their eyes. It took her breath away to watch, even as she studied proof of how he’d done it.

The more she saw, the more she was certain of what she wanted to do with her life.

She wanted to be Tomas.

So, she was thrilled when shortly before graduation, after a semester toiling in the wee hours, Tomas told her he had opened his own studio in Los Angeles and asked if she wanted to work for him.

*   *   *

Dorothy arrives at Tomas Delgado’s studio at ten a.m., as instructed. The building is in an industrial area set back from a street choked with strip malls and sandwich shops. Box trucks rattle by as she walks from the bus stop to the address Tomas gave her. It’s an old warehouse surrounded by a parking lot whose asphalt is crumbling. She imagined something more glamourous, but rents in L.A. are sure to be sky-high. Maybe this is the best he could do.

One flight up from the street, she’s met by a set of double doors, DELGADO VISUAL EFFECTS silk-screened across the glass. Through the doors is an open area with a grouping of gigantic beanbag chairs in front of a huge monitor. To one side is a stainless-steel kitchen area with a refrigerator with glass doors, all the better to see rows of neatly arranged water bottles and, on the shelf beneath that, a few champagne bottles. But most of the space is taken up by cans of energy drinks. Rows and rows of them.

There is no receptionist, no one to greet her, and Dorothy is unsure what to do. The space has the air of being new and unfinished and for a split second she feels like she shouldn’t be there, like she’s walked in on something that’s supposed to be private. The hall seems to continue around a huge, standing partition, so she follows it tentatively, listening for noise the entire time. She finally hears someone pecking at a keyboard and follows the sound to an open door.

A small woman sits at a desk inside a compact office, probably a few years older than Dorothy. She looks up when Dorothy stands in the doorway. “Can I help you?” Her tone says she doesn’t want to be helpful and that she resents being interrupted.

“I’m looking for Tomas Delgado.” Then Dorothy adds, “I’m the new employee.”

The woman is unimpressed. She heaves up from her chair. “I’ll take you to him.” She walks quickly on sneakered feet. Bangles jangle on her bony wrists. How can you type all day wearing those?

“Are you a tech, too?” Dorothy asks, since the woman offers nothing.

“Yeah. I’m Angelica.” She doesn’t offer a hand. She doesn’t even look over her shoulder.

Angelica stops in front of another open door. “Your new hire is here,” she announces, then steps back so Dorothy can go in.

A man bounds out from behind his desk, reaching with both hands for Dorothy’s. His enthusiasm is immensely gratifying. She doesn’t know what she would do if he were as indifferent and cold as this woman.

This is the first time she has met Tomas Delgado in person. While he looks like the man she’s seen on Instagram and YouTube for over a year now, she’s surprised to see that he’s even smaller than she imagined. She is easily as tall as him, taller if she wore heels. His wiry hair is pulled back in a loose ponytail, and he has a wispy mustache and goatee framing his mouth. His Daft Punk T-shirt is obviously vintage. He’s the very model of a boho dude, like a smaller Lin-Manuel Miranda.

His eyes shine as he looks at her. “Hey, it’s great to finally meet face-to-face. I can’t believe you’re here. You followed me all the way to California! How crazy is that! My own family didn’t do that,” he laughs.

She believes in him. Is it something she needs to say out loud? Isn’t it obvious?

He shows her the room that will be her office. It’s at the end of the hall, closest to the reception area. That means she will be expected to greet visitors, she knows. In his rush to speak, Tomas has already told her she is the youngest and least experienced of everyone on the team—a small team, only two other techs besides her, and Tomas, though he expects to hire more before too long. She expects she will get the grunt work, at least until her creative skills come up to speed. She winces at the last part but then tells herself it’s understandable: He hasn’t seen any of her creations yet.

The workstation is top-notch. There are three monitors. The chair is the kind used by serious gamers, made for people to spend hours and hours in without moving. A hint of what is expected of her, no doubt.

“Everything is top-of-the-line.” Dorothy runs a finger along the keyboard.

Tomas grins. “My investors are serious dudes. I don’t know anything about running a business, but they do. We’re in good hands. You’ll be in charge of managing our files,” he says as Dorothy powers up the workstation and tries out the chair. “Just like you’ve been doing, as we discussed.”

“Do you have your own servers?”

He takes her down to the server room at the other end of the hall. It’s frosty in there, as expected. A backup power generator stands blinking in the corner. A rack of servers stands in the center of the room. The extra room is obviously for expansion once the business takes off. “All Nvidia GPUs,” Tomas says, giving the rack a caress. “Jesus, these things cost a fortune! I’d have to mortgage my parents’ house just for the down payment on them. Thank God for investors. They’re putting serious money into this company.” He shakes his head in disbelief that someone trusts him with all this.

“And you’re going to continue using the cloud for backup?” Dorothy wants to be sure.

“Oh, yeah. As you can see, we’ve got surge protection here and backup power, but I’m not taking any chances.” Tomas gives the server rack another pat. “We’re talking multimillion-dollar projects. Movie studio executives are the nervous type. We need off-site backup.”

They walk together back to her office. “You’ll work on projects, too, I promise. It won’t be all admin,” he says as she settles in behind the desk. “I’ll supervise your projects, too. I know that’s why you came here. Just stick with me, Dot. We
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