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“If we let things terrify us, life will not be worth living.”

Seneca (Roman philosopher, mid-1st century AD)

––––––––
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“The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable 
on certain occasions that I wish it to be always kept alive. 
It will often be exercised when wrong, but better so 
than not to be exercised at all.”
Thomas Jefferson 
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Chapter 1

The Kill Shot
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WHY IS IT THAT EVEN when you get what you thought you wanted, it never works out the way you thought it would?

That Sunday, two days before the black van came for me, all I wanted was to kill Jakhil. Because pancakes for breakfast are good, Sunday morning reruns of Supernatural are good, finding the perfect jeans in my size and on sale at Hunter.com is really good, but finally killing Jakhil? 

That would be better than good. It would be awesome.

So I waited, as still and quiet as death, for the perfect moment to take the shot. He was out there somewhere, the enemy who had invaded our world, and he had to be stopped.

I had been stalking my prey for hours, and preparing for years — honing my skill with drill after drill, target after target, shot after shot. My eyes burned with fatigue, my throat was parched and my stomach empty. Sweat trickled down behind my goggles, but I kept myself motionless and focused. 

I’d tracked him over the course of days, and I was not about to get myself shot by giving away my position. Three times before, I’d had the chance to take him down, and each time I’d blown it with some stupid mistake. The first time, he’d pinpointed my position and sent a round into my thigh. The next time, I’d taken the shot and missed. And in our last encounter, he’d melted away into the background before I could line up a good angle. Today I was determined to get it right. 

So no matter how loudly my hollow stomach growled, I was not going to reach for the pack of candy lying beside me. Tempting morsels of sweetness — creamy, melting milk chocolate and sticky, salty peanut-butter. No, I was not even going to think about that.

I was also not going to hand over the take-down to the other sniper that I knew was camped out somewhere to my right, near the platform. We might be on the same side in this war, but Jakhil was mine. A whup-whup-whup noise signaled the approach of a chopper. Was it from his army, or mine?

My enemy was hiding somewhere in the deserted railway yard ahead of me — about 700 meters away, I estimated. I had long since stopped thinking of distance in feet or yards. Modern snipers used meters. I studied the scene through the high magnification of my scope, trying to identify the spots I would have chosen to hide. Maybe there — at eleven o’clock, in the dark shadows behind the open sliding door of a freight car. Or perhaps to my right, at two o’clock, behind the crumbling walls of the deserted station’s ticket booth, or in the shade cast by any of the sidelined passenger cars, standing empty and abandoned on the unused sidings. I scanned systematically, side to side and near to far, for the usual giveaways: shine, movement, contrast to background, or the distinctive head-and-shoulders outline of a target.

I forced myself not to look up at the chopper. It was a distraction I couldn’t afford. Silently, I cursed the downdraft it pushed across my field of action. The wind whipped dust and old bits of paper and debris up into the air, obscuring my vision, and it would have unpredictable effects on my shot. 

A movement down on the railway siding caught my eye. One of Jakhil’s small robotic reptiles scurried mechanically across the rails. Through the rifle’s scope I could see the unblinking green lights of the repbot’s twin “eyes”. Was it merely reconnoitering the field of action, transmitting back the same information about conditions that I was trying to ascertain manually? Or had he sent it as a decoy, to tempt me into taking a shot? Either way, I should ignore it.

Just as I made the decision, the robot exploded into fragments of steel and wire and microchips as the loud shot of a rifle cracked the air, followed a split second later by another report and a grunt from nearby. Damn. I hadn’t wanted Striker22 to get the shot, but I hadn’t wanted him to be shot either. He’d fallen for the lure and Jakhil had spotted him in an instant. Now it was just the two of us left in this battle to the death.

I refocused my scope on the scene, searching the spot where, in my peripheral vision, I had caught sight of a muzzle flash. There. In the deep shadow of the freight car I had noted earlier, there was a contrasting patch of light and dark and the faintest glint of shine about one foot off the ground — right about where a rifle would be if the target was lying on his belly aiming out. At me.

Moving slower than the second-hand on my father’s old wristwatch, I adjusted my rifle. I had studied my enemy and knew he was right-handed, so I aimed fractionally to the right of the glint, where his head and chest would be. I did the mental math — running through the calculations to account for the distance, bullet spin and drop, the fast cold air of this high altitude, and the wind kicked up by the circling chopper. Then I doped my scope, adjusting the windage dial to compensate for the air currents, and the elevation dial to offset the effect of gravity on the bullet over this distance, so that my aim would be true. Settling the rifle between my shoulder and cheek, I closed my left eye, squinted my right, and fine-tuned my aim. I pulled my attention away from everything but him and me, pushed away worries about my fellow soldier, and tuned out the noise of the helicopter. All of me was here. All there was, was now.

Deliberately relaxing my shoulders, I breathed in through my nose for a count of four, held the breath for four beats, breathed out through my mouth for four, and held for four. One more time. In ... two ... three ... four ... Hold ... two ... three ... four ... Slowly out ... two ... three ... four ... Hold ... two ... three ...

In the pause between breaths, in the space between heartbeats, I squeezed the trigger.

I watched the faint vapor trail of the spinning round as it travelled through the air and disappeared into the shadows of the freight car.

A second later, all hell broke loose.

Bells, alarms, flashing lights and the message box spelling out in bold, red, 3D letters: YOU WIN!

What?

I yanked off the virtual reality goggles, stared at the message on the screen, which was a little fuzzy now without the special lenses.

YOU WIN!

I screamed and punched the air, snatched up the realistic-looking sniper rifle — my game console’s wireless controller — and crowed, “I win! I win! I win!” into it as if it was a microphone, all the while victory-dancing a small circle between my bed and desk.

My mother came rushing through the door, her face pinched tight and as white as her floury hands.

“Are you alright? You screamed!”

“I won! I won The Game!”

“Jinxy Emma James! You nearly scared the life out of me. I thought for sure you must have seen a —”

“Mom, you don’t get it. I killed Jakhil. Me, little old Jinxy-me!”

“You and that blessed game!” She wiped her hands on her apron. “If you need me, I’ll be in the kitchen, having a stiff bourbon for shock. And counting my new gray hairs — for which I hold you responsible, young lady.”

“I win, I win, I win!” I resumed my war dance. I needed music, applause, fireworks.

Robin ambled into my room, running a hand through his rumpled hair and looking, as always, as sleepy as if he had just woken up from a ten-hour nap.

“How is it possible that we’re related?” he said.

He yawned, clearly unimpressed at my uncontrolled display of glee. We’re twins, and although we both have blond hair and blue eyes, we’re about as un-identical in our natures as it’s possible to get. 

“I won!” I yelled at him. “I killed Jakhil!”

“You won The Game?” He wasn’t yawning now, no sir. He was staring at me in shock. And, if I do say so myself, awe. Robin might not be a sniper — he played the Game as a programmer when he played it at all — but he, unlike my mother, at least got what this meant.

“I did! I’m the first sniper to take the leader down in eighteen months! That’s one and a half years, brother! Woohoo!” I sparred with the air, hugged Robin, and then started my war-dance again.

“You know what this means, Jinxy? You’re going to PlayState!”

As he said the words, my screen flashed a new message to the accompaniment of a repetitive bleep.

Congratulations! Jinx E. James, you have killed Jakhil, won The Game, and qualified for the ultimate prize of a real-life simulated sniper mission at PlayState’s Southern Sector Headquarters, along with three of your highest-ranking competitors. Please be ready for collection on April 3 at 09:15. Full details and a liability waiver have been forwarded to your registered guardian, Marion James (mother), but you are directly advised that the wearing of Personal Protective Equipment is mandatory.

I screamed again. 
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Chapter 2

Threes
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FOUR YEARS AGO, WHEN I was twelve, three things happened that changed everything. 

The plague began. 

My dad died from a heart attack. He went to work one day and just never came home. 

And then my mom sort of sank inside herself for a long while.

They say bad things happen in threes.

Three: the number of (confirmed) ways in which Mononegavirales Zoonotic Viral Hemorrhagic Fever (aka rat fever) spreads: contact with bodily fluids, contact with airborne and surface contagion, and bites. The pathogen was a Biosafety Level 4 hot agent, a superbug combination of Ebola, Bolivian Hemorrhagic Fever (black typhus) and rabies, that had been engineered by our enemies to decimate our population. In the early days when the terrorist attacks were first launched and before the borders were sealed, infected agents entered the country as human suicide bombs, infecting as many people as they could. They even took civilian hostages in supermarkets and subway trains and once, horribly, kids in a school, injecting their victims with plague serum before turning them loose to become human virus bombs themselves. These days, the terrs mostly use rats.

Three: the average number of days after infection that it takes the virus to incubate. Once infection begins, with a relentless headache and high fever, it soon penetrates the brain’s blood-barrier, sending the victims into an increasingly demented and uncontrolled state until they die from multi-organ failure and hemorrhage.

Three: the number of mega-sectors the US was divided into for better control and security: the Northeast, the Mid-and-West, and the South, where I live. 

Three: the number of remote, ultra-high security prisons resurrected from their mothballed status: Guantanamo Bay, Alcatraz and Florence ADX. No facility was too remote or too severe for the terrorists who had infected our population and continued to try to do so.

Three hundred thousand and rising: the estimated number of plague-infected giant rats believed to be running around our sector, biting wildlife and pets. And, of course, people. 

Three: the number of rat poisons against which the mutant rats already appeared to have developed an immunity.

The total number of people who have died from the plague in the US alone? 12.5 million.

I guess not all bad things come in threes, after all.
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Chapter 3

Rabid
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I WAS ALREADY WAITING at the front window, Robin at my side and Mom checking the fit of my respirator, when at precisely 09:15, the transport pulled up in our driveway. It was a huge black Hummer with tinted windows and PlayState’s distinctive yellow-and-red logo emblazoned on the side.

“Cool,” said Robin, nodding his approval.

“Very,” I said, still amazed that this was actually happening to me.

“Are you sure you won’t wear your full-face respirator?” my mother asked for the umpteenth time. There were shadows under her eyes — she’d probably kept herself awake half the night worrying about all the things that could go wrong on my adventure today.

“Mo-om, we’ve talked about this. I’m going to play a game at PlayState’s headquarters, I’m not going to a hospital or Q-bay. Besides, this thing is bad enough,” I said, adjusting my half face-piece respirator over my nose and mouth. My series 7000E was ugly, even though I’d tried jazzing it up with stickers on the sides. I hated wearing the thing — it was stuffy and it muffled my voice. I made some Darth Vader breathing noises, trying to get a smile out of my mom, whose anxiety level today was hovering somewhere between extreme nervous agitation and completely frantic.

“May the force be with you, my child,” Robin said.

“I still think you should consider safety glasses and booties,” my mother said.

“Not going to happen.” I pulled on my latex gloves and waved my protected hands at her. “See? Double thick. I’ll be safe.”

“She’ll be fine,” said Robin, slinging an arm around Mom’s shoulders, perhaps to hold her back from tackling me by the ankles and trapping me inside the house.

I grabbed my backpack and the liability waiver forms my mother had reluctantly signed, and headed for the door, eager to be gone. Eager to be somewhere other than inside these four walls.

“Be careful!” Mom said as I turned the anti-microbial copper handle of the door to the decontamination unit and stepped inside.

“Be awesome!” Robin called.

I waved, closed the seal behind me, and waited until the airlock on the front door of the decon unit released. After suiting up in Personal Protection Equipment (mask, gloves, and one of the disposable PPE suits Mom insisted on), going out of the house was easy. Once you stepped outside the decon unit, its door sealed again and it automatically went hot-box, flooding the cubicle with sterilizing ozone and ultra-violet light. Coming back inside was always more of a mission. When I returned to the house this evening, I’d have to do a mini-strip inside the cramped cubicle. I’d shove my PPE suit and gloves into the disposal bin for later destruction in the household incinerator in the basement, place my shoes and respirator on the high mesh shelf directly below the lights, and I’d have to hold my breath and stand still, protective goggles over my eyes, for sixty seconds while I was sprayed with decon mist and then given a low intensity UV bath for fifteen seconds. When the door popped open, Mom would be waiting inside the house with hand sanitizer and disinfectant throat spray, while behind me the decon unit would seal and go hot again to sterilize my shoes and respirator.

Now, outside the house, I stood for a few moments allowing my eyes to adjust to the dazzling light, loving the feel of the early spring sunshine warming me through my PPE suit and the unfamiliar feel of the breeze on the skin of my forehead. Somewhere nearby, birds were singing. It was always a shock to the senses to be outside. On any other day, I would have slowed my walk and enjoyed the rare experience, but that day I was too excited. I hurried over to the Hummer. The side door of the vehicle slid open as I approached, and closed behind me as soon as I had swung myself inside.

There were already two people inside. The boy had dark-blond hair cut very short, and he was big, with broad shoulders, a wide chest and large hands. He looked maybe two years older than my sixteen, and the girl looked like she might be nineteen or even twenty. She was slim with short, spiky black hair and warm, deep-brown eyes. They were emphasized with purple eyeliner, and she had a tattoo that looked like a Chinese character at the outer corner of her left eye. Her latex gloves were in a trendy zebra-striped pattern; the double-thick gloves Mom insisted that we wore because they were more resistant to tearing and perforation didn’t come in anything but sickly beige or surgical green.

Both of them were wearing only E97 respirators — the basic, form-fitted, particle-excluding gauze mask. I knew this would happen. My respirator was complete overkill, but Mom was so paranoid, she’d never have allowed me out wearing anything less.

“Hi,” the girl said, “I’m Leya.”

“Bruce,” said the boy.

“Hi. I’m Jinx,” I said, and bumped elbows with each of them in greeting.

“Welcome on board, Jinx,” said the driver, who was also wearing an E97. “You excited?”

“Crazy excited!” I said. Then I felt a blush rising — maybe it wasn’t cool to be so enthusiastic. “Are we going to be playing together?” I asked, waving a finger between the three of us in the back.

“That’s right, today is just for snipers,” the driver said, as he backed down our driveway.

There were different roles you could play in The Game. Most kids played as soldiers in the war against the Alien Axis Army. I’d only ever been interested in playing as a specialist soldier, a sniper, but you could also play as a spy — intercepting the calls, texts and mails of Jakhil’s invaders; as a code-breaker; or as an intel agent — analyzing the data at a high level, looking for patterns and predicting skirmishes, attacks and the enemy’s next move. You could even play Ops Management — planning and distributing troops, equipment, and food; building army bases; and overseeing all the operations that kept the war game going. It was rumored that if you were good at code-breaking or programming, you could apply for training at The Advanced Specialized Training Academy, and get a great job working for the government afterwards. We snipers just played for fun though. And bragging rights. 

The Game had existed before the plague began, in a really simple version. But after kids stopped going out to clubs and movies and malls, home entertainment took off in a big way. Soon, an updated virtual reality version of The Game was released with awesome graphics, multiple roles to play and a new Big Bad — Jakhil and his invading Alien Axis Army. And within a year of the plague breaking out, it seemed like every kid in the US was playing.

It was a fantastic game — all the parts and roles intersected with each other and you could track how the overall war was going, and there was something for everyone. Recently, they had even brought out fun cartoon versions for really young players. 

Robin had tried sniping and code-breaking before he’d settled into playing as a programmer, though I reckon he would have played as a poet if that was possible. He was excellent at writing code, but not as obsessed with playing as most kids were. I was pretty much addicted to The Game — I played it every spare moment I had, especially since Dad died. When I played, I didn’t have to remember, or think, or even feel very much. Not about losing Dad, or worrying about Mom, or wondering whether I’d be stuck at home for the rest of my life.

“We’ve got one more stop to make across town,” the driver said, “and then we’ll head back to headquarters and it’ll be game-time for all four of you. Strap yourself in.”

I clicked my seatbelt closed. Not wanting to appear unfriendly by taking a seat further back, I had taken one of the front seats which faced backwards, directly opposite Leya and Bruce, but I regretted it now. Bruce was staring at me intently, scrutinizing the cobalt-blue streaks which striped my long blond hair, looking into my eyes, and assessing my height —about three inches shorter than his own — as if trying to place me.

“I’ve never met you,” he said.

I shrugged. That didn’t surprise me, I didn’t meet many people.

“It’s funny,” he said. “I live only a few blocks away from you, but I’ve never met you at one of the socials.”

“Yeah, well, my mom’s not too keen on us leaving the house unless we absolutely have to.”

We were obliged by Health and Wellbeing Regulation 223 to attend a mandated minimum number of socials — six per year — but Mom made sure that we didn’t go to a dance or a game more. She was convinced that Robin and I would contract rat fever if we were out of her sight for more than a few minutes at a time. Today I’d be gone for hours, and that would be hard for her. Robin didn’t much mind being stuck at home. He was too introverted to find the socials anything but an ordeal, and usually took a book along with him so he could find a quiet corner and read while the rest of us used the opportunity to “practice our interpersonal social skills” and tried to “meet others with a view to pursuing relationships with them”, or whatever it was the regulation advocated.

“Anyway,” I added, “you may well have met me. With these things,” I tapped my respirator, “it’s hard to tell.”

“I’d have remembered,” said Bruce with a smile that was almost a leer. He looked me up and down as if to emphasize his point.

His unwavering attention made me uncomfortable. I exchanged a glance with Leya, who raised her eyebrows and tilted her head at Bruce as if to say, “Get him.”

“Are you going to the social next Saturday?” Bruce asked me. “It’s a picnic in the city park. I’ll be there.”

“I don’t know. Yeah, maybe,” I said.

I stared out the window, hoping he would stop looking at me and drop the subject. Our westbound highway was largely empty. Six-lane traffic jams were a thing of the past — the upside of a pandemic which kept people inside. It wasn’t a scenic drive, but still it was good to see something more than the unchanging sameness of home. As we drove under an overpass, I read graffiti sprayed in black paint on the passing pillars: World-War-Rat-atat, and directly beneath a security camera on the wall to our right as we emerged, someone had painted the message: One Nation under Observation.

“We could hang out together,” Bruce persisted.

I looked an appeal at Leya. In the unwritten code of friendly behavior, girls were supposed to have each other’s back at moments like this, weren’t they?

“We —” Bruce began, but Leya interrupted.

“So, when did you qualify?”

“Day before yesterday. I must have been the last of the four,” I said, relieved at the change of subject.

“You’re not ... You’re not the one who killed Jakhil, are you?” she asked, sounding incredulous.

I nodded and shrugged. I was trying to act casual but beneath the respirator, I was grinning.

“Dude!” she said, leaning over to bump elbows with me again. “Props!”

“Thanks.” 

“You won? You?” said Bruce.

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to take offense at the note of disbelief in his voice. “I got lucky, I guess.”

“No way was that just good luck. You must be hot, girl!” said Leya.

I tried to look modest. “You guys must be really good too, to qualify.”

“I took out my fair share of the invaders and repbots,” said Leya.

“Oh, I’m good alright,” said Bruce, nodding and smiling. “And I’m looking forward to getting my game on with you.”

Was I imagining the double meaning? I could be. Being cooped up inside and kept away from others for the last four years hadn’t given me much experience dealing with people face-to-face. I frowned at him.

“I like a challenge,” he said to me. It sounded a bit like a threat.

I asked Leya about her Game history, and for a while we three chatted about our favorite hobby, trading war stories and comparing scores. I heard enough to know that while Leya was no slouch in the sniping department, Bruce, unless he was exaggerating, was an exceptional player. On another day he might well have been the one to take down Jakhil.

We were still talking about The Game and whether Jakhil’s second-in-command would automatically become commander of the Alien Axis Army now that he was dead, or whether there might be a leadership challenge, when we pulled up in front of a huge two-story brick house in a subdivision of similar McMansions.

“Check it out,” said Bruce, peering out the window, “it’s a starter-castle.”

The boy who came out the front door decon unit was tall with orange hair. When he got closer, I saw that his eyebrows and lashes were pale, and his skin was the color of milk — I reckoned this boy saw the sun even less than I did. He, too, looked to be a couple of years older than me, and he also wore only an E97 mask. I was beginning to feel like an idiot, like an overprotected little girl.

The new guy’s name was Graham. He seemed friendly enough, but I soon grew irritated by his constant fidgeting. He tapped his feet, fiddled with the cuff of his gloves and worried at a loose thread in the seat upholstery. Bruce studied him for a few minutes, asked about his game scores, and then apparently lost interest and returned to looking at me. Graham told us in detail all about the formulas and calculations he used when playing.

“It’s all mathematical,” he kept saying. “It’s a science.”

He had just said it again when we stopped at a traffic light and Leya pointed out of the window and said, “Look.”

We all turned to follow her gaze. At once, the driver checked the doors were locked, then reached for his phone to call in the sighting, relaying our exact GPS coordinates to the operator while we stared at the man clinging to the pole of a street light a few feet away from us. On the left side of his body, he was wearing exactly half of a stained, white PPE suit, which looked like it had been torn vertically down the middle seam. His right side was completely naked.

“Ugh, gagnasty,” said Graham, swallowing hard. “Imagine what he smells like.”

The man’s lips were moving furiously. Was he literally talking to a lamp post? Then he banged his head against the pole. And again. Over and over he banged it, perhaps in time to the inner rhythm of some hallucinated music that only he could hear. The skin of his forehead split open, and blood ran down into his eyes and mouth and beard and dripped onto the remnants of the PPE suit and the skin of his chest.

Without warning, he turned and hurled himself at the van, banged on its sides and windows, and screamed loudly enough for us to hear it through the sealed windows and reinforced panels. His bulging eyes were wild, unseeing, and washed red with blood. His skin was stippled with the purple-red rash and blotched bruises of the disease. His swollen lips twisted and split open as he howled. Then he slammed his head against my window, and the driver cursed and pulled off at top speed. Immediately he called ahead for a decontamination and disinfectant squad to meet us at our destination.

“Effing rabid!” said Bruce, his face twisted with disgust.

I stared at the smear of blood on the window. It looked black against the tinted glass. My heart was thudding somewhere in the region of my throat, and I fought the urge to throw up. 

“I’ve never seen a rabid before,” said Graham who looked, if possible, even paler than before.

“Don’t call him that. He’s a human being,” I said.

“Not anymore he isn’t,” said Bruce. “They should take them all out.” He mimed aiming a rifle out the window and taking a shot, his lips popping a sound.

“How can you say that?”

“What?” Bruce held up his hands. “It’s not like there’s a cure for rat fever. Might as well put them down and save them the suffering. We do it for rabid animals, why not people?”

“Put them down, dude? Really?” said Leya. She turned to face Bruce, or maybe she was turning her back on the window so she didn’t have to see the blood. “Talk about a mouth-fart.”

“They’re people. They have a right to compassion and proper treatment,” I said.

Bruce made a dismissive noise. “What treatment?”

“President Hawke said they’re making progress with developing a vaccine.”

“As fast as they isolate and study the virus, it mutates. My aunt is an epidemiologist at the CDC, and she told me it evolves in two ways: gradually through random mutation, and very rapidly as different strains of the virus. It can even swap genes inside a single animal or person. Nature is always one step ahead,” said Graham. He sounded almost smug.

“One day there’ll be a cure,” I said.

“One day in the next week?” Bruce mocked. “By then, that one will be dead.”

“He might live,” I said. It was extremely rare, but some survived the initial illness.

“You can’t call that living. Going blind and lying like a dead vegetable with your skin peeling off. Just existing for a few more months until pneumonia or rotting bedsores take you out. There’ll never be a cure for that kind of brain damage. Once they’ve gone rabid, there’s no coming back. They’re not human anymore, they’re oxygen thieves.”

“You’re wrong. That man is someone’s son, maybe someone’s father or husband or brother.”

“Not for long he isn’t,” said Bruce.

“For an average of thirteen days and two hours,” said Graham. He was picking bits of lint off his PPE suit.

“You don’t agree with him, do you?” I asked Leya.

“Mostly I just feel really sorry for them. And their families,” she said.

“Me too, it’s freaking tragic.”

“Well, of course I feel sorry for them. Everyone does,” said Bruce. “But I think we should rather use all the money we put into trying to treat them and keeping the survivors alive into research. You know, trying to find a cure, or come up with a vaccine or treatment that actually works. Or into fighting the terrs.”

I was only half-listening. I’d heard all the arguments before — or, at least, read them on online forums and discussion boards aflame with the debate. We never spoke about the plague at home. Whenever conversation approached the topic, even tangentially, Mom would change the subject or leave the room, clearly upset, so Robin and I had learned not to mention it in front of her.

“Hey Jinx,” Leya said to me, “you’re really upset. Big hug.” People didn’t give hugs anymore, they only said them.

“It’s just ... It could be any one of us.”

“Huh, not if I can help it,” said Bruce.

“We’re here,” said Graham, and I turned to look out a window. One without a smear of deadly blood.
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Chapter 4

The Weapons
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PLAYSTATE’S HEADQUARTERS were located on a large, wooded area of land a couple of miles down a private road. As the Hummer paused for the security check at the gate, we all craned our necks to get a better view. Bruce gave a low whistle, and Graham said what I was thinking.

“It looks more like a military base than a gaming company.”

The perimeter fence was at least four meters high, topped with a double layer of razor wire, and then a six-strand crown of electrical fencing above that. I could see ground-level and elevated guard huts at regular intervals, pole-mounted LED floodlights and surveillance cameras everywhere — fixed on the poles beneath the lights, attached under roof eaves and on the corners of buildings. I smiled, pleased that my trained sniper’s eye apparently observed details in real life too.

“Can’t be too careful these days, what with industrial espionage and piracy. The Game is big business. We’ve even had gamers trying to break in to get their hands on new versions not yet released,” the driver said over his shoulder.

We were directed to an external decontamination bay, where cleaners in full suits with integrated hoods and full-face respirators hosed down the van with kill-juice — a mixture of chemical foam and decontaminant spray. The blood was soon washed away, but the image of the man at the window remained, seared onto my mind. 

Then we passed through a car wash. I enjoyed the sense of being in a watertight capsule as the van passed under the high-pressure water sprays and was slapped by the multi-colored ribbons of the gyrating cloth wraparounds. It reminded me of Sunday afternoons with Dad. He used to take Robin and me out on drives around the city, perhaps stopping at a park or a museum, and we always finished up by getting the car cleaned at the automatic carwash around the corner from our house. Every time he would buy us an ice cream. I liked one scoop each of vanilla and bubblegum, while Robin’s favorites were caramel and choc-mint, and Dad preferred plain chocolate. We’d lick them down to the sugar cones while sitting inside the car as the conveyer belt pulled us through the bubbles, past the blue bristles and under the drying cloths, all the while discussing mean teachers and new friends, and why leaves turned red in autumn. Dad never gave a simple explanation when he could invent an outrageous story, and wouldn’t stop his exaggerations until we were wriggling and giggling. Then we would drive home in the gleaming car, him singing his favorite show tunes, Robin nibbling his cone and reading, and me licking around my lips for any remaining traces of sweetness. Damn, I missed Dad. I missed those times.

Graham, I noticed now, did not seem to be enjoying the carwash. He had stopped fidgeting and was gripping his knees, staring fixedly at the floor. Claustrophobic? The boy was tightly wound, no doubt about it.

We emerged from the decontamination bay and took the road leading around the right of the main building, following colorful signs reading “To the Gaming Zone”, and finally pulled to a halt outside what looked like a supersized warehouse.

We climbed out of the van, Graham jiggling, Bruce cricking his neck, and Leya and I stretching the kinks out of our muscles. A middle-aged man was waiting for us at the entrance, standing very straight and tall, with his feet apart and his hands clasped behind his back. Beside him stood a younger man and woman. All three wore black jump-suits, with the small red-and-yellow PlayState logo high on their right sleeves, as well as protective gloves and black respirator masks. The older man was completely bald, or perhaps he shaved his head. It shone as brightly as his polished boots in the sunshine. His eyes were a very dark brown, maybe even black, and they studied each of us in turn. Then he pulled his respirator down below his chin, and a wide smile, startling in its suddenness, cracked his mouth below a neatly-trimmed, dark mustache.

“Welcome, gamers,” he said. “Welcome to PlayState and to your sniper simulation exercise — the prize for your exceptional abilities and achievements. This here is Juan and Fiona. I’m Wayne Adler, but you can call me Sarge. We’ll be your guides, instructors and opponents today.” His smile vanished as rapidly as it had appeared.

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” said Bruce, stepping forward to bump elbows.

Leya followed suit, but I settled for a nod — I hadn’t been within sneezing distance of an unmasked person, other than my brother and my mother, in years — and Graham stared at the ground, where his foot rubbed at some gravel.

“Come on inside,” said Sarge. “Y’all can grab a cup of coffee and a bagel, and get geared up before we start killing each other.” He barked a laugh and pulled his mask back over his nose and mouth.

Once we’d each passed through the decon unit at the entrance, Sarge took us to a changing room of sorts and told us to help ourselves to coffee and snacks from a refreshment table in the corner. I grabbed a bagel with cream cheese filling and popped another, unsliced and unfilled, into a side pocket of my suit along with a bottle of water. 

While we ate, pulling our masks down to take bites and sips, Sarge tossed us each a package with a luminous green STERILIZED sticker on the outside. Inside was a pair of protective goggles, a helmet and a disposable jumpsuit to pull on over our clothes. My jumpsuit was blue, Leya’s was green, Graham got yellow, and Bruce was given a red one. The bright colors would stand out in any game that involved finding and taking out targets. Sarge and the two other instructors kept their black suits on, which would give them a real advantage in the exercise, because Sarge had explained that we four would be playing in a team against the three of them. 

“You look hot in blue, Jinx. It makes your eyes, like, really blue,” said Bruce.

I had no idea how to respond, so I said nothing. I pulled on my goggles, readjusted my mask, and fastened the strap on my helmet.

The female instructor, Fiona, gave us protective vests to fasten on the outside of our suits. These, at least, were black.

“They’re not proper body armor or anything,” she said, “but they’ll give you some protection — those peas sting! The rifles and the game arena are as sterile as we can reasonably get them, but you are advised to keep your goggles, masks and gloves on at all times during the exercise.”

Finally, Sarge handed us our weapons.

“Here, Blondie,” he said as he passed me mine, “or maybe I should call you Blue?” he said, pointing at my streaked hair and suit. And eyes, I suppose.

I held the rifle between my knees while I quickly braided my hair and doubled up the loop to tie it up against my neck, so as to make it less conspicuous and keep it out of my way. Then I picked up the rifle and weighed it in my hands, testing the heft and size. Although it was about the same size as the simulation rifle of The Game, it was definitely heavier, and the metal grips were cool under fingers used to the plastic gaming weapon. I lifted it to my shoulder and looked through the scope, though it was meant for distances exponentially greater than the length of a locker room. 

All four of us were doing the same. I wasn’t sure if any of the others had ever held a real rifle before, but for me this was the first time. I was a real-rifle virgin about to fire my first real shot. Only, of course, I wasn’t.

“What you got there,” said Sarge, “is what we call a pea-shooter. It’s a decommissioned M24 sniper rifle modified to fire paintball ammunition.”

Beside me, Bruce groaned in disappointment. What had he expected — that we would be turned loose to fire live rounds at each other?

“All the rifle scopes have been zeroed to fifty meters for you. Go collect your ammo from Juan. Three magazines of twenty rounds each, two for practice and one for the game, and in the same color as your suits. That way we know who took which shot.”

“This is beyond radical. This is wicked!” said Leya.

I fell in line behind the others and collected my perfectly round, pea-sized ammunition balls, then watched carefully as Sarge showed us how to click the magazines of ammunition into the base of the rifle. Bruce’s practiced movements told me he already knew how rifle parts fitted together, but I didn’t. In The Game, the magazines and the rounds had been virtual. You reloaded by clicking on an icon on the screen. I imitated Sarge’s actions, then tucked the spare magazines into the breast pocket of my suit.

“You’ve got all the ammo you’re going to get, so don’t go wasting it.” Sarge fixed his eyes on Bruce as he said this. “As we used to say in Afghanistan: each shot a kill shot.”

“You were in the war over there? As a sniper?” Bruce asked, keenly interested.

“I was.”

“Respect,” Bruce said.

What a suck-up.

Adjacent to the locker-room was a long shooting alley with black human-silhouette paper targets at the far end, about fifty meters away. For the first time in my life, I was about to aim a weapon at something that wasn’t merely a figure on a screen, and I couldn’t wait to try and see how I did.

All four of us loaded our weapons and started shooting. I was startled by the kick of the rifle’s recoil into my shoulder and the half-deafening sound of its report, and surprised that the trigger yielded to less pressure than The Game console weapon. The scope was hardly necessary at this distance, but amazing. Looking through it, it was as if the targets were a mere arm’s length away, and it made shooting accurately as easy as the newbie setting on The Game. 

My rifle was fantastic, well balanced and accurate, and after a quarter of an hour of practice, I was hitting the dead centers of the targets, as were Graham and Bruce. Leya’s green splashes were a few inches outside the tightly clustered red, yellow and blue splats, but otherwise there wasn’t much to choose between us.

“Right, looks like you’ve got your eye in. Follow me now, and listen while I explain the rules of the exercise,” said Sarge.

Graham fell into step beside me, muttering about how basic the rifles were and how he’d hoped to be using more advanced equipment, and computerized scope-dopers to fine-tune our aim. I nodded, but my mind was on the game ahead. Would I be any good? Would any of us? If the practice rounds were anything to go by, then all the “shooting” of my last three years as a game sniper had trained my eye, but it was time to test myself in “real-life” shooting.

“Here we are — the urban arena,” said Sarge, as we emerged from a short corridor.

I gasped. I mean, I knew we were actually on a constructed set like a movie back lot, located entirely inside a massive warehouse, but you could have fooled me. We were standing in a long, narrow alley which ran between the rear of two tall buildings. Above us was a blue “sky” brushed with clouds turned pink as if by a setting sun. The alley was dark with shadows in the dim, late-afternoon lighting. Old posters of rock concerts clung to the walls of the building on the left, and the steel ladder of a fire escape hung unevenly off the red-brick wall of the building on our right. My eye was caught by a scurrying movement between the overflowing trash cans and dumpsters which lined the alley. Were there repbots in this game? The alley ran straight down for a few blocks and then ended in a T-junction. Through my scope, I could see the distant shop-fronts and parked cars in the section of road visible from where we stood. The noise of distant traffic competed with shouting voices, dull thumping music and even, from somewhere close by, a chirping cricket.

“This is awesome!” I said. It was like I’d run away from home and been turned loose — with a rifle — in the back streets of a faraway city.

“It is, Blue,” said Sarge. “It could be downtown anywhere USA.”

He gripped my shoulder with one of his hands and gave it a firm squeeze. A very firm, almost painful, squeeze. I suspected he might be flashing me another fast smile, but the corners of his eyes above the respirator didn’t crinkle. 

“Right, listen up, y’all,” said Sarge. “This is how it goes down. Juan, Fiona and I are your enemy. We are going to get a five minute head start on you four, but you may enter the field of action and begin your mission when you hear this sound.” He pulled a small air horn from his pocket and pressed the button on top of the canister. The loud siren blast made three of us jump. “Your goal is to drop us before we drop you. A kill shot is a head shot, or one that hits within the golden triangle — nipple to nipple to throat and back again.” With the hand not holding his own rifle, he sketched a triangular target over his chest and neck. “You get hit with a kill-shot, you’re out of the game, even if you’re only two minutes into it. This experience is meant to be as real as we can make it for you. If you get hit anywhere else, you can keep playing. At the end, I’ll sound the siren again. We’ll tally up the shots and the top scorer among you wins bragging rights. And fifteen thousand dollars.”

We all looked excitedly at each other. I’d thought the prize was the opportunity to play in such a fantastic game, but 15K was a real sweet cherry on the top.

“Any questions?”

I was surprised when Graham, who hadn’t yet even made eye contact with Sarge, let alone said anything to him, asked, “Do we get any scope calculators or laser range-finders?”

“No you do not. This is a game for snipers, boy, not a class for programmers or code-breaker geeks. But since you kids may not have had any shooting experience with real distances, I will give you one clue for yardage. From where we’re standing to the end of the alley over there is a distance of 525 meters. Y’all will have to extrapolate to the rest of the arena based on that.”

I immediately calculated the distances of objects and landmarks between where we stood and the end of the alley and memorized them.

“Any other questions?”

“Once we’ve taken out you three,” Bruce indicated the team of instructors, “do we then become targets for each other?”

I exchanged a glance with Leya. Bruce was gung-ho to the point of unsettling.

“Once we’ve taken out you three — listen to him. Not lacking in confidence, are you, son? It may interest you to know that I’ve never yet been taken down by one of you gamer punks. And I was never hit in my tour of duty either. But you’re welcome to take a shot. Just remember, the aim of the exercise is to take as many of our lives as you can, while keeping your own. You get hit by a kill shot, you’re out of the game, no matter how fancy your shooting until then. And no, son, you are not to shoot each other. You hit one of your own team members, that’s an own-goal and you’re immediately disqualified. A sniper does not jeopardize the lives of his fellow soldiers. Squad before blood, comprehend?” 

“Huh?” I had no idea what the phrase meant.

“In war, your squad, your fellow soldiers, comes before everyone and anyone, even including family. Get it?”

I nodded. But looking at Graham fidgeting and Bruce cracking his neck, and thinking of Mom and Robin, I figured it was a good thing this was only a game. Family would always come first for me.

Leya looked hopefully at Sarge and asked, “Can we begin now?”
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Chapter 5

Rats
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SARGE CONSULTED HIS co-instructors. “I forgotten anything?”

“The rats,” said Juan.

“Ah, yes, the rats.”

Graham, who had been fiddling with his rifle, setting the safety catch on and off and on again, looked up at this. 

“We have some rats in the arena, and you get bonus points for hitting them.”

“Real rats?” Graham swallowed hard.

“Well, they ain’t stuffed toys, boy.”

“But are they plague rats or ordinary rats?”

Plague rats were disgusting mutants, genetically modified crosses between Gambian Pouched rats from West Africa, Argentinian Nutria, and a few other things the scientists were still trying to figure out. They were as big as cats, the biggest weighing up to twenty pounds and measuring over three feet in length, nose to tail. They had been carefully bred by the terrorists who launched the contagion, and then infected with rat fever and released into towns and cities across the nation. Naturally aggressive and themselves apparently immune to the virus, they spread the contagion to people and other susceptible mammals with their vicious bites. They made lethal and efficient carriers, and they bred faster than they could be trapped or poisoned. Every mutant rodent was potentially death on four legs. Everyone hated them. They freaked me out big time, and I’d never even seen one except on T.V. Good thing they hadn’t mentioned rats in the letter to Mom, or she would never have let me come.

“They’re plague rats, but they’re lab-bred and ain’t infected, so don’t you worry about that. But they add an element of realism to the exercise, and they’re a good measure of your skill — big enough to hit, small enough to be a real challenge, and likely to be moving. Right, that’s it,” said Sarge, hoisting his rifle onto his shoulder and turning to go. “Good luck, and may the best man win.”

“Or woman,” I said softly to his back.

He turned around and looked at me for a few seconds. Then he suddenly pulled down his mask, flashed me a manic grin and said, “I stand corrected. May the best man — or woman — win.” The smile was gone before he returned his mask into position. He, alone of all of us, left off the protective eyewear and helmet. Cocky? Or just confident?

The three instructors took off down the alley at a jog.

“Are we going to play together as a team, or separately as individual snipers?” I asked the others.

“Together,” said Leya and Graham.

Bruce shrugged. “Whatever.”

“We can split up later, if we want to,” suggested Leya.

“I’m good with that.” I checked that the safety catch on my rifle was engaged, adjusted my goggles and said, “Let’s go.”

From somewhere down the alley, the siren screamed, echoing strangely off the painted sky roof.

We set off, dividing into pairs and clinging to the walls on opposite sides of the alley as we made our way deeper into the game arena. At first I was surprised that Bruce chose Leya to be his partner — until now, he’d been keen to stay as near to me as possible — but then I realized he’d made a smart decision. This game would not only be about accuracy, it would also be about strategy, and it was a piss-poor strategy to be paired with Graham. He must be a top-scoring online player in order to have qualified for this prize, but he was a liability as a partner out here. He twitched and fidgeted, focused more on the gun than on searching for targets, and seemed mostly oblivious to the need to stay behind cover. Before we’d crept ten feet up the right side of the first block in the alley, I had to shove him back into the shadows cast by the building.

“Keep back, right up against the wall,” I told him, speaking as softly as I could.

Bruce was monitoring our exchange, and judging by the crinkle of his eyes above his mask, he was grinning at us. He’d deliberately let me go with Graham, probably hoping the fool boy would get us both spotted and taken out of contention, leaving him with only Leya as his competitor. Bruce might be annoying, but he wasn’t stupid.

I had just eased forward a few paces to take cover behind a high metal dumpster reeking of rotting garbage, and motioned to Graham to get behind me, when Leya whispered from across the alley.

“There!”

I saw it at once, a small movement between the trash cans about halfway down the left side of the alley. I lifted my rifle to my shoulder, brought my eye up to the telescopic eyepiece, and studied the scene. The rat — if that’s what it was — had disappeared behind the bins. 

It looked like the others were all going for a shot at the rat, but I hesitated. This game would be more easily lost than won. Hitting a target might score you points, but it would also reveal your position. Getting hit bounced you out of the game immediately, so surely it was more important not to be seen than it was to hit a rat. Taking the risk that I might be losing out on the chance to score a few bonus points, I lowered my rifle and looked around. Bundled against the bottom of the peeling green paint of the dumpster’s side was a length of discarded cloth. It may once have been a brown bath towel, but now it was a ragged, dark cloth, patched with dirty stains. Perfect. 

Forcing myself to ignore the stink, I pulled it over my helmet and braided loop of hair, and around my shoulders. Later I might drape it over my rifle to camouflage that, too. Then I scraped my hand into the dirt at my feet, and smeared the muck in rough stripes and patches across my face, mask and the rim of my goggles, breaking up the distinctive face shape to anyone who might aim their scope in my direction.

I picked a spot at the corner of the dumpster that jutted into the alley, and sat down, angling my body to keep most of it hidden behind the protective metal. Next, I fished the spare bagel out of my pocket, browned it all over with dirt and then balanced it on my left knee. As I’d hoped, it made a perfect brace for my rifle to rest on. 

This was it. I was actually going to try shoot something real and moving. Something alive. Finally. And I found I didn’t like the idea of hurting an animal, especially just for the sake of a game. The paintball probably wouldn’t kill the critter, but it would hurt it, surely? I didn’t know the muzzle velocity of the paintballs from these rifles, but it would be enough to bruise. It was a weird moment. I’d spent years playing The Game as a marksman, but I’d somehow never connected the gaming to actual shooting. The enemy soldiers and repbots and explosive devices that I’d taken aim at on the computer screen had simply been targets — some easier and some harder to hit, a fun challenge for my skills. This was real.

A quick glance to either side confirmed that the other three each had their rifles trained on the target, and apparently they had no second thoughts about paintballing a live animal. Maybe I was being silly. Head in the game, Jinxy.

Across the way, Bruce and Leya tensed up, signaling that they’d spotted the rat again. My scope was at my eye just in time to hear a shot and to see the end of a tail disappear behind an old oilcan which lay in a small pile of rubble in the center of the alley. If my ammo was real I could have shot it through the can, but paintballs wouldn’t penetrate metal. Heck, the target practice had shown they couldn’t penetrate cardboard. I’d have to hit any target directly. I sat still, doing my tactical breathing, scanning the alley. 

Graham, however, was incapable of sitting still or staying quiet. A sudden fizz of escaping gas startled me. I glared over my shoulder at him. He stared back at me guiltily, his hand frozen in the act of twisting the cap off a bottle.

“You brought sparkling water? Sparkling?” He was beyond help. “Just sit still and be quiet,” I hissed at him. 

I was probably being very rude, but I didn’t know how to tell him tactfully. He might be a genius at the math and science of The Game, but no way was he a natural sniper. He lacked any semblance of patience and control. I had a sudden mental flash of him behind his PC, thinking up formulas and doing calculations to while away the downtime of stalking and observation. As soon as I could, I needed to peel away and play my own game. It was only a matter of time before Sarge, Fiona or Juan spied Graham and took him down, and I needed to be far away from him when that happened so that he didn’t give away my position, too.

I took a deep breath, blew it out and went back into observation mode. With my rifle resting on the bagel on top of my knee and braced against my shoulder, I studied the alley systematically through my scope. Side to side, near to far. The goggles were a nuisance, but at least I was used to playing The Game wearing virtual reality eyewear. The gloves were plain horrible. I never wore gloves at home so I wasn’t used to shooting with them on, and was frustrated that I couldn’t feel the trigger properly beneath my index finger. The layer of latex separated me from my weapon, stopped my being one with it.

Then I saw it. A rat as big as a lapdog scuttled in short, tentative bursts away from the rubble. By my earlier calculations, the rubble pile was about halfway down the alley, which would put it at approximately 260 meters. Quickly, I adjusted my scope and took aim, leading the target fractionally to the right to compensate for its movement. Then I gently pulled the trigger.

It was a direct hit. Through the scope I could see the splatter of blue paint directly between the horrible creature’s eyes.

“Pity — so close,” Leya whispered across the alley to me.

It wasn’t close, it was exactly on target. I’d hit the rat right where I’d been aiming and was indignant that she counted it a miss. If I’d been shooting with live ammunition, it would have been a kill shot.

I frowned at her but she wasn’t looking at me. Both she and Bruce had taken a bead on the rat which now sat still, momentarily stunned by the blow. They both pulled off shots simultaneously.

“Yes!” Bruce said quietly, bumping gloved fists with Leya.

I peered through my scope. He’d shot the rat right through one of its eyes. It was an impressive shot, but I felt sorry for the creature lying on the ground. Paintballs probably wouldn’t do more than bruise us, but they had enough force behind them that a direct hit into a rat’s eyeball would do some serious damage. And it had. The rat writhed and twitched on the ground. Blood and some thick goo oozed from the red, paint-rimmed eye socket. Nausea threatened as I witnessed its suffering.

Beside me, Graham knelt with his head between his knees, making dry retching noises. Sure that his head must be protruding beyond the edge of the dumpster, I stretched out an arm and thrust him back, a fraction of a second before a movement of air past us and a thud behind us indicated that a bullet had just missed him.

He sat back, leaning against the wall, holding a hand over his mouth. He was as pale as paper, and a fine sheen of sweat covered his face. He was losing it.

“If you freak out, you’ll get taken out. Just breathe, okay, Graham? Breathe. Slowly.”

I inched back along the side of the dumpster, squeezed myself into the narrow gap between it and the alley wall, and crawled along. Graham followed me until we emerged from its cover. I crept down the alley, carefully hugging the wall, keeping my rifle up against my chest. At the end of the first block, I crouched down on my haunches and peered around the corner — scanning the road, the buildings, and windows for something that didn’t fit in its surrounds. The thumping rap music was coming from down this cross-road.

A volley of shots from behind me made me spin my head around. 

“Man down! That’s a kill-shot.”
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Chapter 6

A Small Square Inch of Flesh
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JUAN EMERGED FROM BEHIND a dark doorway down the street perpendicular to Bruce and Leya’s corner of the alley. He had a green paint smear on the right side of his chest. Bruce had a black splatter on his left thigh.

“Good shot,” Bruce said grudgingly to Leya, as the “dead” instructor walked past us down the alley, back in the direction of the entrance.

I used the moment of distraction to cross the gap of the road and pressed up against the alley wall again. Graham trailed behind me, tripping noisily over a cola can and sending it spinning down the cross-street. A round coming from straight ahead hit the spinning can and sent it bouncing down the alley. Sarge?

We edged up alongside the brick wall for another block, all the while scanning the buildings and alley for possible hides, and came to the small pile of rubble where the rat had been shot. It had stopped jerking now. It lay on its side, the red hollow of its oozing eye turned to the deepening pink of the false sky. Beyond it, just behind the oilcan, was something far worse. A dead rat, split open along its middle as though by a knife, lay decomposing on top of a couple of broken bricks and cement chunks, its stiff feet sticking into the air. Flies buzzed around the corpse, and the putrefying flesh seemed to be moving. I looked closer and saw that it was riddled with stirring maggots. The disgusting smell — horribly sweet with an acrid sharpness — caught at the back of my throat. 

Majorly squicked out, I pulled back instinctively. Not Graham, though. He leaned forward, tearing at his mask. For one crazy moment I thought he wanted to study the rat up close, but then he was bent over and puking, adding to the stomach-churning sights and smells. I heard a crack at the same moment as a black splat appeared in the dead center of Graham’s helmet-top.

Swinging my rifle up in the direction of the rifle report and bullet trajectory, I focused in on a movement in a window in the main cross-street, and took one shot. Then another.

“It’s a kill. I’m out,” came Fiona’s shout. “Hold your fire while we clear the field.”

She emerged, a few moments later, from one of the buildings in the main street at the end of the alley. I was pleased to see, as she came closer, that the blue splash of my paintball had hit squarely in the middle of her protective vest, directly above her heart.

“Nice shot,” Fiona told me. “Come on, Graham, you’re out, too.” She marched up to where Graham still stood, bent over and retching, grabbed him under an arm and hauled him off down the alley. As they reached the exit, she called out, “Resume play.”

“We’ve only got to get Sarge now, and maybe there’ll be a few more rats
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