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When Ricky Kaine walked into the arcade, time stood still. People lined up behind the battered cabinets and ran to mob their king. Rat moustached teens lowered their eyes as he passed, deferential despite the rebellious t-shirts and the headphones about their neck blaring hair metal. The darkness punctuated by neon was his throne-room, a place where he held court.
In this futuristic VR nightmare-world, Kaine's only chance to rise above his decrepit surroundings is the suicide cabinet filled with ASCII, Roguelike.
Check out the story readers are raving: "Is Ready Player One for readers ready for something more hardcore."
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The sky was black, the stars blocked by dead skyscrapers. Rainwater slid down the knife-edged angles of the architecture like blood from a fresh wound. The streets were empty, broken beer bottles and countless expired coupons littering the roadway like confetti from an ancient war parade.

The booths, like a drug, called to him. Kaine couldn’t bring himself to look at their smooth, contoured shells, the bright pastel glow emanating from them. With nothing but the staccato beat of the downpour to accompany his long walk home, the tin ringing of the gaming booths called out to his soul—a siren song.

Play me.

Touch me.

Show them.

Show yourself.

His hands jerked involuntarily. He stuffed them into his pockets, feeling the thin fabric give way, touching the holes and probing them. He’d sew them up after taking a few more shots when he got back to the trailer. His leg hurt with every step he took, a deep ache that sharpened up as the weight of his frame came down on it. He limped along in the near pitch black night, trying to fend off the voices of his vices.

The headset around his neck vibrated, rattling a few loose pieces of metal inside the housing. Probably the wife wondering where the fuck he was at such an hour, berating him on his drunkenness, or accusing him of plowing yet another midnight mistress. Two or three hours late for that, at least. Kaine reached a small, calloused hand up to his neck to touch the sleep button. 

No more distractions.

He stood next to a flower shop, the cheap tablet in the window advertising a sale long over. Hard business to be in when VR environments allowed lovers to exchange bouquets in the blink of an eye for free amidst fully sculpted gardens for the prize of a cheap pizza. Still some romantics in the world keeping the place alive, Kaine imagined, giving a silent salute to the smudged storefront before continuing down the beaten concrete. The tablet display dissolved from the overdue special to a stock photograph as he turned away.

Best booth in the city was a few blocks down. Cleaned yesterday, a corpse pulled from the small container in a clean black bodybag less than twenty-four hours prior. Kaine had been on the way to the unemployment office to collect his subsidy when he saw the crew pulling the remains from the enclosure. 

Tightest joystick, the springs providing perfect resistance. The buttons recently greased, providing smooth push and pull-back. The gloves were tight, fresh leather and wiring. No faulty connections, no sticky residue from spilled liquor, or vomit. All of these could be lethal, but the addicts and the drunks that frequented the booths could not discern the difference. Cigarette burns aplenty, but the cosmetics of the interior didn’t concern him. 

Once the helm was worn, the world faded away. As it should. As it would.

The cans around his neck vibrated again, irritating him. With an annoyed snort, he slipped them onto his ears and turned down the synthwave that had been playing in the background.

“Yeah?” he muttered. The built in mic would pick up anything he said and relay it to the caller.

“You coming home or what?” a waspish tone slunk into his eardrums. It was Julia, as he’d suspected.

“Why? You can’t take care of the kids yourself? I’ve got shit to do.” Kaine said.

There was a dread silence on the other end, then the blip signaling a disconnection. He’d pay for that remark when he finally did arrive back at the trailer park, of this he was certain. A dead bedroom was the continuing campaign. It didn’t intimidate him in the least; he was used to the sensation of crawling over broken glass that was his ill-considered marriage.

The synthwave returned and with it a sense of purpose. He was going to play tonight. Haunting keyboards and robotic percussion beat out a heavy track that impelled him forward. The few unbroken streetlights dotted the path in front of him, circles of trash pushed together at their base. Crumpled beer cans, bleached cigarette butts, and cheap chip foil mingled together in a stew of the underclass. The only souls that dared the streets at this hour, far from the safety of the gated communities and guarded apartment complexes the rest of society called home. If Kaine met a fellow traveller down this black boulevard, he could be sure they were as bitter as he was.

Kaine heard a whispering above his head, cutting through the mix. He tilted his neck upward and caught a glimpse of a surveillance drone out on patrol. Foot police were a figment of the past in UBI blocks, reserved for more appropriate settings or emergencies only. Bright LED lights spelled out the brand name of his favourite beer, eliciting a cheap smile from Kaine as the slight machine slipped away from him, taking a high and tight turn around the edge of a nearby skyscraper. 

At least the drone had good taste. More likely it was a calculated demographic advertisement. Kaine knew that the drone had likely spied him, associated him with his profile via facial recognition, and then displayed the advertisement to him personally as an incitement to buy. No need for that—mere wasted electricity—as Kaine planned to buy another case before he sat in the booth.

The store and the booth sat adjacent, on the periphery of Kaine’s vision as he ambled up the street to the pulsing beat. A bright star in an otherwise barren galaxy, the 24/7 was one of a thousand micromarts wedged into corner shops and down janky alleyways strewn about the city. Never more than a mile away, and open every hour of every day of the year, the 24/7 was where most poor people bought the fixtures of life. A paper-thin awning sprawled out from the giant windows facing an empty street, shot through with light emitting diodes that unctuated like the ocean, showing deep discounts on bananas and strong coffee—projected in all colours of the rainbow.

Kaine stepped up to the doors and they slid apart, whining, grating with the effort.

“Doors could use a little grease.” Kaine barked to the vaguely-human automaton across the counter.

“Yes sir. Noted,” came the crisp reply in a thin tenor. The servos that supported the head slash monitor whirred as the robot nodded its non-understanding.

Kaine growled out an unintelligible reply, starting to feel a headache coming on—the first sign of a brutal hangover. He spied the thin glass of the beer cooler in its familiar corner, flanked by retro fluorescent bulbs that reminded him of his childhood. An oasis of organization in a sea of clutter, the beer cooler displayed the cheapest brands known to the public, a variety of macrobrews that went down easy. The craft beer he’d used to swill during his younger years was a distant memory, something seen in advertisements rather than stores, and fully beyond the reach of his pocketbook. Plus, as he’d recalled, he’d never found it tasted better in any case.

The aisles of the 24/7 were towering above him, reaching nearly twelve feet to the ceiling. Items on the top shelp sported a thick coating of dust, but were still available at the standard retail price. Each facing of tins and pre-packaged food was accompanied by a thin panel displaying the cost in lime green relief. From the counter, the droid could alter any price at will, or dispatch a small birdlike surrogate to snatch the item from the shelf. Nonetheless, slow-moving SKUs were sent to the highest levels, beyond reach and beyond eye level, relegated to commercial obscurity and effective nonexistence. Sometimes Kaine forgot that vienna sausages and canned asparagus existed—just like every other customer of the micromart.

Boxes of prepacked rice, noodles, soups, gravies, and meat flanked him as he limped down the towering aisle to the beer cooler. The labels were always bright primary colours, emblazoned with enormous yet simplistic brand logos. Subtlety was a lost art in 21st century advertising, although competition was just as much of an illusion—there were only a handful of corps on Earth and they spawned sub-brands which pretended to compete for the satisfaction of a beholden clientele. In reality, the differences were marginal at best. The recipes were the same with minute differentiation, in infinite combination, offering a mirage of choice. 

Kaine just bought whatever was cheapest that day. Except for the beer, which had to be Red Baron. As he told many of his drinking buddies—his favourite beer was free, his second favourite was Baron. Not that he had many drinking buddies left. Most had died from liver or kidney failure or cancer or depression or near anything else father time could think to inflict on a poor soul.

He ran a hand over his small, slack belly, scratching an itch that was never satisfied. The inconstant fluorescents lit the cooler as if it were a gift from the heavens. The pure white luminescence was reflected perfectly by his aviators, which Kaine never removed except to sleep. The ocular implants the state had paid for when he was still on the payroll would compensate for the low-light conditions in any case—the result was a darker, yet still sharp vision of a matching world. 

Red Baron filled a quarter of the slim cooler, an entire two shelves to itself. The sneering yet savage machismo of Manfred von Richtofen, leaning casually in full pilot’s attire against his iron-crossed Fokker, was splashed like a wax stamp across the side of the crimson cardboard case. Kaine opened the glass pane and pulled a case free with a grunt of effort. Not as strong as he had been when he still walked a beat.

Kaine sat the beer down on the counter glass, the beer bottles clinking together as he did so. A small ten-inch tablet was wedged into the corner of the backstock area, above a small window. The front-facing camera simultaneously recorded the goings-on of the shop while projecting a live feed of the store back to the customer, a silent and polite warning against criminal intent.

“Will that be everything, Detective Kaine?” the AI chimed.

“Not a detective anymore. Title’s a formality for old farts. Told you this a dozen times already you
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