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When death in the simulation is death for real... loyalty is the only thing that keeps you alive.

Ariel convinces her best friend Jenna to join NASTI—Nexus Advanced Systems Technology Inc.—for the final round of beta testing before their immersive combat simulations go public. It's easy cred, full perks, no strings... except one.

Zeroed in cyberspace is zeroed for real!

As Ariel’s kill count climbs and her rank surges, she begins to realize the truth: she’s responsible for most of the replacement testers cycling through the system. The ripperdoc warns her:

“You’ve made a name for yourself. The others will be coming for you.”

And Ghost—her implanted AI—delivers a darker truth:

“NASTI is grooming you. Not just for war, for command.”

Now, Ariel’s not just fighting to survive. She’s fighting to protect Jenna—because bringing her into this world might have been a deadly mistake. And in NASTI’s world, second chances don’t exist.
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Androids work without pause, scrubbing down the unoccupied gaming domes in the neon-lit cluster. This is final prep—last round of sanitization before the next batch of beta testers arrives. The domes must be clean, presentable, and above all else—profitable. What’s left behind—refuse, debris, the occasional decomposing corpse—is zipped into matte-black disposal bags that resemble body bags because they are. The androids stack them at curbside, where the disposal crew will collect them.

Inside each dome, the cleanup continues. Sanitization means erasing all traces of the previous occupant—especially the fluids. Humans tend to leak when they expire. The single gaming chair, bristling with IO jacks and spinal ports, is scrubbed with industrial solvents. The walls, the floor, the ceiling—bleached white under UV sweeps. Pantry shelves are restocked with foil-wrapped vegetable wafers, protein-paste tubes, and luridly colored fizzy-pop.

Final inspection is handled by med-techs from Nexus Advanced Systems Technology, Inc.—NASTI. Their job is simple: confirm that cybernetic gear, still embedded in the corpses, is clean enough for recycling. Contamination is a cost center. Clean gear means bonuses. Jerry Mansfield, NASTI’s CEO, mandates reuse wherever possible. Doesn’t matter that the IO implants were funded in full by DARPA—then again by an anonymous eugenics trust. Everyone upstairs knows who runs the foundation, but nobody dares say the name aloud. Plausible deniability is a corporate virtue.

A five-ton cargo truck—military-grade, based on the old M939 chassis but upgraded with whisper-drive and AI stabilization—grinds to a halt outside unit 409. Two workers exit the cab.

The driver, Devon, walks to the rear. His partner, Charlie, is already dragging a heavy black bag to the tailgate.

“Damn,” Charlie grunts. “These bags weigh a ton. What’s in ’em, dead bodies?”

Devon doesn’t answer right away. He knows exactly what’s in the bag, but his NDA is airtight. “Doubt it,” he lies. “Probably just leftover crap—wrappers, soda cans, busted-up sex bots. You know how netrunners live. Feed tubes and VR porn.”

They heave the bag into the truck bed. Devon pulls it toward the front, where dozens of identical bags are already stacked. He jumps down.

Charlie latches the tailgate. “Company better hire more help soon. I’m buried in overtime. If they push any harder, I won’t have a damn social life.”

Devon shrugs. “It’s coming. This cluster’s only a thousand units. When the games go live, they want ten thousand ready per cluster. And they’re building nine more.”

Charlie whistles. “That’s insane. Millions of people signed up already—and NASTI hasn’t even started advertising.”

When they do, Devon thinks, we’ll be hauling bags full of stiffs around the clock. They climb back into the cab. Devon drives on, stop after stop, dome after dome, more bags, more weight, and no questions. By the end of the route, the truck bed is full. Devon turns off the auto-nav and pilots the truck to the disposal hub. A grim facility squats behind high walls and sensor fences. Inside, salvagers wait.

Devon backs the truck into position. Charlie jumps down and unlatches the tailgate. Devon hits the PTO switch. The dump bed rises. One by one, the bags slide out and land with wet, muffled thuds.

“Bed’s empty!” Charlie shouts.

Devon drives forward a few meters, lowers the bed, and Charlie closes the tailgate. They stay in the cab as the salvagers begin their work.

“What do they do with the bags, anyway?” Charlie asks, watching as two salvagers haul one inside.

“Standard stuff,” Devon replies. “Droids sort the contents. Anything sealed and clean goes back into inventory. The rest goes to recycling or the incinerator.”

He doesn’t mention the cutters. The underground ripperdocs who lost their licenses—or never had one to begin with. Inside the warehouse, the bags are unzipped. Bodies are dragged out and laid on steel slabs. IO ports are extracted from wrists and ankles. Craniums split open to retrieve neurochips and AI cores.

Every component gets cleaned, tagged, sterilized. NASTI doesn’t waste tech.

The corpses, stripped of all value, are dumped like garbage into rolling carts and wheeled to the incinerators. Burial isn’t permitted. Cremation ensures none of the proprietary nanotech leaks into the hands of competitors.

That’s the system, efficient, profitable, and clean. At least, on paper.
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Jenna waits curbside outside her cube-stack apartment, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. No sign of Ariel. She should’ve been here ten minutes ago.

She glances down the street—burned-out signage flickers above noodle carts and bootleg vape kiosks. The Sprawl buzzes with its usual chaos. Nothing but patched-up commuter pods and rust box bikes in every direction. Then something catches her eye.

A glint of sunlight reflects off chrome. A ground car rolls closer—sleek, long, and absurdly polished—A limousine.

Jenna freezes. Flash rides like that don’t cruise through neighborhoods like hers. The limo pulls up to the curb and eases to a stop. The driver’s door opens. A man steps out, all sharp angles and confidence. He’s dressed in a navy-blue zoot suit with gray pinstripes and a matching fedora—a corpo's wet dream of style. Jenna blinks. Even his shoes gleam.

The chauffeur circles the front of the vehicle, opens the rear passenger door with a smooth, practiced motion. A woman steps out. At first, Jenna doesn’t recognize her. The stranger’s wearing a slinky black mini-dress and heels sharp enough to stab a man. Her hair’s shorter now—curly blonde curls streaked with bubblegum-pink. It takes a second before Jenna’s brain catches up.

“Ariel?” she gasps.

Ariel beams, arms open. “Hey, bestie!”

Jenna throws herself into a hug. “What the hell happened to you?”

“You like it?”

“Like it? Girl, that dress must’ve cost a month’s creds edgerunning! And that car? You hit a jackpot I don’t know about?”

Ariel smirks. “Courtesy of NASTI. The corpo uppers figured the limo makes a better impression.”

“Impression for what?”

“You’re in,” Ariel says, eyes glowing. “I pulled strings. You’re coming into the beta test program. No backing out this time. After this round, the games go public. All beta testers get full access—no queue, no paywall, lifetime creds. Everything is comped.”

Jenna hesitates. “I don’t know... Word on the street is, NASTI is nasty. People go missing, netrunners, beta testers. No one hears from them again.”

Ariel waves it off. “Urban legends to scare noobs. I need someone I trust watching my six. I ain’t gonna lie—there’s risk. But we team up? We’re golden. The other testers? Script kiddies, hackers with no street smarts. They don’t have what we’ve got.”

“That’s what I’m worried about. They’ll hack the game—load up on invincible armor, auto-aim guns. Cheat the system.”

Ghost floods Ariel’s mind with images—bodies twitching violently, then going still. Neural firestorms frying synapses. Cheaters, caught mid-hack, deleted permanently. She flinches.

“They try that, they die,” she says coldly. “NASTI’s security is brutal. No second chances.”

An echo in her skull. Ghost speaks in her thoughts, filtered through polished, synthetic calm: “Zeroed in cyberspace is zeroed for real.”

Jenna snaps her fingers in front of Ariel’s face
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