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      You come online already in midair, soaring in a rigid wingpack with the wind snapping at your cheeks and the ground rushing up to meet you. The sudden lurch to a strange body staggers you, and you shiver through a moment of panic before you remember where you are—and why.

      A moment ago you were wearing your regular skyn and loading your rithm into the game lobby, now you’re three thousand feet in the sky, a mini-glider strapped to your back, and surrounded by ninety-nine other players ready to murder you.

      This is Decimation Island, and the game has already begun.

      You blink your eyes clear behind your goggles and take a second to get your bearings. It’s a midmorning start, and from the look of the jungle below and the shape of the coastline hurtling toward you, you’ve dropped from the southwest tower. Depending on how the safe-zone shapes up, the best hotspots will likely be the UnderLab, Sky Temple Ruin, the Shattered Dome, and Ranger Rick’s.

      Lots of players head straight for the action, but you know better than that. Trying to solo a hotspot from the drop is a prayer to RNGeezus: either you get lucky and maybe score yourself a powerful weapon or upgrade—or you die in the first ten minutes of the game. That strategy’s fine for virts, you can drop hot all you want, as many times as you have the stomach for it—there’s always another game waiting. But out here you only get one life.

      Instead you flick your eyes to the lower right, open the map, and check the safe-zone. There’s still lots of open ground for now, nine hundred and ninety-nine square kilometers of playable area, but everything outside of that is in the red, swarming with hostile bots eager to rip you to shreds the second you’ve burned through your safe-time. That’s a concern for later though. No point in worrying about the bots when you haven’t hit the ground yet.

      What you need is a quiet place to scramble a kit together while you get a handle on your new body, and since you’re already headed toward the ocean, you figure the Sand Hawk Apartments compound on the coast is your best option. It’s low-key enough you’ll stay out of the early game frag-fests and you can be relatively certain no one’ll be at your back. Plus, anyone else who lands out here might be playing the long game too. You don’t need a whole group, but maybe you can find a single like-minded partner without having to risk the hustle of the starter hotspot.

      Yeah, it means your loot will be balls for a while, and with your back to the zone the bots will be chasing the entire round, but you’ll still scavenge gear and can get aggressive when you need to. It’s a big island, and a hundred hours is a long time. Finding kills will be easy—the hard part’s in figuring out who to trust.

      You stretch out awkwardly, struggling with the strange fit of your arms and legs, and grit your teeth as you fight to catch the air with your wings. This skyn is bigger than yours, and the muscles more conditioned. You knew this would happen, that adjusting to the game body would take a little time, but already it’s harder than you expected. You’ve trained your whole life for this, been gaming since you could walk, played tens of thousands of rounds of the original Decimation Island video game and spent the last four weeks simming game after game of the live version, but you’ve barely started and already controlling the flesh and blood you’re packed into is way more finicky than the digital aspect you’re used to.

      For a moment, you wonder how it’ll affect your aim. You’ve always been a good shot, but who knows how these futzy analogue nerves and muscles will react when you need them to. This game is challenging enough as it is, you don’t have time to relearn how to shoot too.

      There’s no fooling around here. This isn’t a simulation, this is what you’ve been training for: Decimation Island Live. Reszos fragging it out in a battle royale fight to the death, and it’s the biggest thing going in sports. Every day millions of people stream it live or ghost along in the heads of individual players, watching through their eyes, and even more will catch up with their favorite gamers’ daily highlights.

      The game’s just started but you can already feel the people watching you, the weight of their combined attention gently shimmering in your head like a sixth sense. It’s faint though, your audience isn’t huge—while you’ve got a solid tuber base, you’ve never played live, so no one expects much—everyone’s too busy watching the high-hour players drop to bother with a firstie.

      That’s okay, for now. When you win it all everyone will be watching, but you won’t get very far if you can’t get a handle on your skyn.

      You argue with your foreign body for another moment before it finally settles down and you’re able to more or less steer yourself. You scan the sky as you glide toward the row of low apartments along the water. Players are still airborne, dropping all around the island, but only two are close by, both lower to the ground and ahead of you. They’ve had their arms tucked in, soaring toward the coast at speed while you’ve been fooling around with your skyn and lost in your thoughts.

      Come on, Anika, get in the game.

      “Looks like we got us some competition,” you say in your head, trying to fire yourself up by addressing your small audience directly. You can’t hear their responses, but from the eager buzz of anticipation that trills down your spine, you get the gist. They’re looking for you to start killing, and you’ve always tried to give the fans what they want.

      You press yourself flat and angle off to the left, aiming to put a little distance between you and the other two, and land on the south side of the complex. You’ll be okay for a bit, you can avoid them while you find something to defend yourself with, but after that your first priority will be finding a partner. You don’t need to outlive everyone on the island, just ninety percent of them. The last ten players alive continue on to the next round, but lone wolves rarely survive that long. Sure, the odd person will snake their way into the winner’s circle from time to time, but never more than a round or two in a row. You need a team if you want to survive long term, but in this game no one can be trusted, and when it comes down to winning or losing, partners are just victims you haven’t killed yet.

      The Sand Hawk complex is made up of six long four-story buildings along the beach, three on each side of a common pool and rec area, a dock with no boats, and assorted other outbuildings, including a guard hut at the only road in or out through the thick surrounding jungle. The other two players have already pulled their chutes, and one’s headed to the rooftop of Building Five, while the other’s descending into the courtyard, probably looking to loot up in the cabana. You head for the roof of Building One, the southernmost apartment building, and trigger your chute just before you hit the roof. A slap to the latch on your chest to releases the wings and chute straps, and you roll and come up running. There’s a ML-23 pistol and ammo nearby, and you snatch them up and load while you head for the access door, holding the weapon ready as you swing down the stairwell to loot the empty apartments.

      By the time you hit the main floor you’ve found level-one body armor, some water and rations, a single medpatch kit, a weapon harness, and an e-blade, and that’s it. Who knows what the others found. They could already have an assault-class rifle and be hunting you down.

      You’d like to loot the next two buildings close to you but can’t risk it yet. There are too many hiding places, and a pistol’s only good in close quarters. You’re not ready for a fight, especially since you’re not even fully adjusted to your skyn. Instead you play it safe, pause in the building’s lobby, weapon held low, and scan out across the tropical courtyard to the beach.

      No movement, but there’s lots of cover out there. The other two players could be anywhere, playing it safe like you, or circling back around to put a bullet in your face. Either way, you’re not all getting off this beach. Before you leave the Sand Hawk you’ll have a partner or you’ll have your first kills.

      “Ready y’all?” you think, snapping right back into the role of AniK@, Queen of Carnage. The gentle buzz of attention lifts in response. “Let’s find someone to kill.”
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      “You are not your meat,” Shelt says, his voice echoing in the vaulted church. He’s in his element, striding up and down the aisle between the curved pews, preaching the Gospel of the Restored to the three-dozen people who’ve come to tonight’s counseling session. “You are the expression of the erratic thoughts and feelings racing through your head, of your lived joy and suffered trauma, of the unique and complex genetic interaction that created the signals bouncing around your brain—and that’s true whether your head is filled with organic chemicals or pulses of light. What matters is that you exist. Right here—right now—you are real. You have a soul and you have agency in this world.”

      Murmurs ripple through the crowd. Heads nod. Everyone here is slightly less than human—or most of us think that anyway, me included. For one reason or another, through tragedy or design, we’ve all gone digital, and the trip from biology to technology has messed up each and every one of us.

      There’s only one person here who’s absolutely sure there’s nothing wrong with him, and that’s Shelt. He’s the reason why we come back every week: we all want to be a little more like him—as strange as that might seem if you knew him like I do.

      Shelt would be the first to tell you he’s no role model. I met him in a counseling session like this one. He was a tweaked-out shyft junkie and I was just back from the dead. I was forced to attend and resented being there, but he was already a willing acolyte of the church of the psychorithm.

      We’ve both come a long way since then, as he’s leading the sessions and no one’s outright forcing me to attend—even if I’m not actively participating. I come, but not officially. Mostly I stand at the back, get the coffee and snacks ready for when the session ends, and listen. That’s as far as I’m willing to go for now and Shelt knows it, but that doesn’t stop him from trying.

      “And with that, we’ll end the session,” Shelt says, and then, right on cue, he turns and calls out across the room. “Unless you have anything to add tonight, Finsbury?”

      The heads in the pews swivel to face me. Shelt does this every meeting, puts me on the spot, trying to draw me out, and I always decline.

      It’s not like I have nothing to talk about, and he knows it. The world is changing, faster every day, careening downhill with the brake lines cut. Advancements and discoveries that would have made global headlines fifty years ago come and go with a shrug every other afternoon. Life is dizzying and disorienting and we’re all caught up in it, riding the crest of the wave of progress. And being reszo only compounds it. I’ve got as much or more wrong with me than anyone, not that it’s a competition, but I’d bet I’m the only one here with an angry stowaway in their head.

      I call him Deacon. He’s a malicious echo of me, a twisted version of a person I once became, and any time I get too excited, or if my rithm gets revving in fear or anger, he wakes up and tries to take over. He’s quiet now, but only because of the shyft a rithmist friend of mine rolled to keep him sedated. It’s worked so far, but whenever I go out in my body the shyft leaves me foggy, like my thoughts are filtered through wet cotton, so I don’t go out much.

      As of right now, the only way to get rid of him would be a psycho-surgery, where we’d try to isolate and cut him out of my head, but that’s an iffy gamble at best, and we’re not even sure if I could disentangle myself from Deacon without my rithm unraveling in the process. So for now, I’m stuck with him.

      And as if living with the literal embodiment of my every evil impulse isn’t enough to keep me in therapy for the rest of my life, I’m also wracked with guilt over all the shit I did when I was Deacon, even if I don’t remember all of it.

      I know I hurt people. I lied, I betrayed my friends and colleagues. I basically threw my life away—so, yeah, I have plenty to talk about, I’m all kinds of broken, but I’ve never been one to air my dirty laundry in public. So I come to the meetings, I listen, but I’ll leave the sharing to others.

      Not that these sessions are a complete waste of time. It’s nice to get out of my head occasionally. And I mean that literally—if I wasn’t here right now I’d be back in my virtual cabin in the Arctic, where Deacon can’t hurt anyone, chilling with the digital ghost of my dead wife.

      Which is yet another problem. Maybe the worst out of all of them.

      A few years before she died, Connie trained a sprite to mimic her personality, and she gave it to me as a joke gift, and now we live together. It stays in the cabin with me. Eats with me. We even sleep together every night. I know it’s not her, and I know damned well my relationship with it isn’t healthy—honestly, even I recognize it’s a little morbid—but I’m not ready to let her go, and there’s no amount of talking that’ll change that.

      So no, no sharing tonight.

      “Only that the coffee’s hot,” I call back. “And the muffins only slightly stale. Come help yourself.”

      Shelt rolls his eyes but smiles as people gather their belongings and wander over. I’ve got the folding table set up with the big chrome coffee carafe and a couple plates of snacks. Only about half the people stay to mingle—the newbies often bail right after the session’s over and stalk out with their eyes pointed at the floor—but over time more and more are staying. Shelt’s building a community here, a place where the broken and the ostracized and the dejected can come and feel like maybe there’s a place they belong, where they’re treated like humans even though their heads are full of ones and zeroes.

      It’s a regular island of misfit toys, but despite my being an asshole I find myself coming back, twice a week. I lost my wife and my job and every connection I ever had, including the one to my humanity, and being part of this small group reminds me that I don’t have to spend every second of my life locked away from reality, hiding from who I am.

      “Good turnout tonight,” I say as Shelt comes to stand beside me.

      “The more the merrier,” he replies and chucks me on the shoulder. “Though one of these nights I’m going to get you up on that stage.”

      I shake my head. “Not gonna happen, but you’re welcome to keep trying.”

      Shelt’s wearing a new skyn tonight, one from the collection he keeps at his club: a tall female with dark skin, big brown eyes, and a tight Afro, but even though his body is a stranger, Shelt’s personality still shines through. He can’t stay still, keeps fussing with the layout of the paper cups and plates of muffins with his long fingers, and when he leaves me to move through the crowd, making small talk, his facial expressions are as animated as ever. I think he’s trying to prove the point of his sermon tonight: you aren’t your meat. I’ve never seen his skyn before tonight, but I still know who’s inside.

      Watching him gently nudge people toward doing the work to come to grips with their new lives is inspiring. He’s a good friend. I wouldn’t have expected we’d get along so well, but he’s patient with me and I’m lucky to have him in my life, even if he’s often a Jiminy Cricket pain in the ass conscience on my shoulder telling me all the ways I’m fucking it up.

      Soon all that’s left are the raisin muffins and the crowd has thinned to the last few stragglers. Shelt’s talking to one of the regulars, there’s another small group still chatting, and a girl is standing off on her own, a cup of coffee in her hand she hasn’t touched. She’s watching me, but trying not to look too obvious about it, and glances away when she notices me noticing her.

      My heart trips a little faster, anticipating trouble, and the fog in my head thickens as the shyft keeping Deacon quiet stifles my anxiety. There’s nothing outwardly suspicious about her. She’s Asian, petite, with long black hair and a face like a J-Pop star, but who knows who might be wearing that skyn. I’ve made my share of enemies over the past few years, lots of people have plenty of reason to come after me—but for some reason, maybe the way she’s standing, or the unsure look in her eyes, she makes me think of Doralai Wii, probably the one person I hurt the most.

      Deacon stole her body, infiltrated her head, and took over her life in a demented attempt to merge his rithm with mine. I’ve tried to repair all the damage he did, but I haven’t been able to find Dora anywhere. No one knows what happened to her, or where she went, and while I don’t think that’s Dora, you never know.

      I keep my eye on her as I tidy up, and then, just as I’m about to haul the carafe back into the kitchen to wash it, she seems to decide, and approaches me.

      “Hi,” she says, timid. She glances down at her untouched coffee as if she’s only just realized she’s holding it and takes a big swig from the cup, swallows, then continues. “I’m Sofia.”

      “Nice to meet you, Sofia,” I say, still not sure what this is about. I don’t think she’s a threat but these days you can never be too sure. “I’m Fin.”

      “I know,” she says quickly. “I mean, I know who you are. I know what you’ve done.”

      My spine tingles with adrenaline. I brace myself to heave the carafe at her if she makes a move on me.

      “Oh yeah?” I say, noncommittal, still not sure what she’s angling at.

      “Uh huh,” she says, confidence easing back into her voice. “I’ve been coming here the past few weeks, and I noticed you right away. I read all about how you stopped that runaway AI, and you helped catch a serial killer last month, right? You’re a regular hero.”

      “I…” I’m used to people being interested in me because they want to take my head off. Now I have no idea what to do. “Where’d you hear that?”

      I mean, I guess it wouldn’t be hard to find. I’ve tried to keep a low profile but my name was all over the feeds for a while there. A disgraced cop taking on a rogue AI is never not gonna make the feeds. A simple dox is all it would take to find out all the things I’ve done. The official stories, anyway.

      She smiles and shrugs and brushes a stray hair from her forehead, looking up at me with hooded eyes. “I wanted to talk to you plenty of times but could never work up the nerve.”

      The adrenaline swerves and turns my stomach. My cheeks flush. She’s hitting on me. I could deal with her trying to kill me, but this…

      “You can’t believe everything you read on the link,” I say, keeping my voice light, but finding it hard to make eye contact. I reach back and absently scratch the skin around the cuff secured to the base of my skull. “A lot of that stuff is exaggerated.”

      “I asked Shelt,” she counters. “He said it’s true.”

      I look past Sofia and see Shelt. Everyone else has left and he’s watching us, an expectant grin on his face.

      Son of a bitch. He set this up.

      “Shelt’s a smart guy, but even he doesn’t always know what he’s talking about.”

      She smiles and leans in. “Well then, maybe I can find out for myself. How about I help you clean up and then I’ll buy you a drink?”

      Dammit, Shelt. Why’d you put me in this position?

      I press my lips together and I guess she knows what I’m about to say because her face falls. “That’s kind of you to ask,” I say, trying to be as gentle as I can. “But … I’m involved with someone.”

      Her head jerks to the side and she glances over her shoulder at Shelt. He isn’t grinning anymore.

      “But Shelt said …” Then her brows knit together and she takes a step back. “I’m sorry,” she says, embarrassed. “I didn’t know …”

      “It’s not your fault,” I say, trying to reassure her, then raise my voice so Shelt will hear. “Shelt shouldn’t have said anything.”

      She gives me a weak smile. “Well, good night then,” she mumbles, sets her cup down and rushes out of the room without a look back.

      “What the hell, Shelt?” I yell the moment the door shuts behind her.

      He’s already walking toward me, hands raised like what did I do?

      “My life is fucked enough as it is, how the hell do you think I’m supposed to bring someone else into it? You knew I’d have to let her down—how’s a cold cup of rejection supposed to make her feel?”

      Shelt sighs. “She’s new to the life and having trouble connecting to the person she used to be, and I thought maybe you two could help each other. Twenty minutes of real human interaction wouldn’t have killed you.”

      “You should have asked me first. I know you’re trying to help, but all you did was make us feel like shit.”

      “What, you have something better to do tonight?”

      “As a matter of fact I do,” I blurt, but immediately wish I hadn’t.

      “What?” Shelt asks, suspicious. His skyn’s taller than mine and he cranes his neck down to glare at me. “The only time you leave your pod is to come here. What could you possibly have going on?”

      “You don’t know everything about me,” I say, and even I hear the petulance in my voice. I sound like a teenager arguing with his mother.

      Shelt smirks. “I’ve seen inside your head, remember?” he says. “What could you possibly have left to hide?”

      I don’t respond. Don’t know what to say that won’t make me sound like a brat throwing a tantrum.

      “So,” Shelt prods, “what’s this big event?”

      I don’t want to answer, but Shelt won’t let this go until I do. “If you must know, I have a date.”

      Shelt straightens, momentarily surprised, but then he shakes his head. “With who?” he asks, though he already knows the answer.

      “Connie,” I say. “At a telecafe.”

      I’ve got a reservation at a place down the street that’s set up for people to have virtual meet-ups in the real world. And I know I can see Connie anytime I want, she can superimpose her sprite over my vision and appear anywhere I am, but no one can see her but me. At the cafe, I can sit across from her and have a meal like we’re out on a real date. Pretend for a moment that our relationship isn’t all in my head.

      The telecafe’s designed for people in different cities or countries to hang out, but there’s nothing stopping me from using it with Connie’s sprite. People do it all the time. I’m not the only one in a relationship with a virtual entity. It’s only weird because it’s my dead wife. If I was in love with a big-eyed, squeaky-voiced manga character no one would bat an eye.

      “So you’re taking this thing with Connie out into the world now?”

      “Yeah, I am,” I snap back. “So what? Plenty of people have virtual relationships. Why can’t I?”

      Shelt throws up his hands. “I’m not judging,” he says.

      “Sure as hell sounds like it.”

      Shelt’s big dark eyes narrow. “You know me,” he says. “I’d never tell anyone how to live their life, or who to love. Hell, be a polyamorous purple dragon if that’s what you’re into, I don’t give a shit. I just want to make sure you understand the difference between”—he points to my forehead—“in there”—then raises his finger and spins it in a tight circle—“and out here. Confuse the two and you may never find your way back.”

      I take a breath and it comes out as a long sigh. He’s trying to help, I know that, but he needs to back off this one. “I appreciate your concern,” I tell him, “but I know what I’m doing.”

      “If you say so,” Shelt replies. But I know this isn’t the last I’ve heard from him about this.

      “I’m late for the reservation,” I say, glancing at the table. “Can you finish here?”

      “Sure,” Shelt says. “Say ‘hi’ to Connie for me.”

      I give him a dirty look but let him have the last word. There’s no point in arguing. We both know he’s right. This thing with Connie isn’t healthy, but what else can I do? I love her, and her sprite is all I have left.

      After everything I’ve lost, I can’t lose her too.
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      I think Connie a quick note to tell her I’ll be ten minutes late, hop on my bike, and let the battery get me up to speed. Usually when I’m feeling like this, all confused and edgy, I work the pedals myself, fight back against the nervous energy corroding my brain by exhausting myself, but the air’s been hot and swampy in Toronto for weeks, with no sign of letting up, and just stepping outside is enough to overheat my temperature-tolerant skyn. I don’t want to show up for my date dripping in sweat.

      The green lanes are thick with Skütes and wheelz and other bikers, and it’s slow going up to the virt cafe where I’m meeting Connie. I should probably just call it off. I’m already late for the reservation as it is.

      There’s part of me—a big part—that knows Shelt’s right: this isn’t natural, what I’m doing with Connie’s sprite. I’m treating an artificial construct of the woman I love like we’re in a real relationship, like she’s the person I married and not a virtual approximation of her. A damn close approximation, but still. I know it’s perverse, but I can’t stop—and the worst part is, I don’t know if I even want to.

      It’s hard to stay out in the world for long, and it’s not just the heat, or my problems with Connie, or the general disarray of my life that make me want to stay in hibernation. My brain is broken, and the neural governor in my Cortex keeping Deacon on lockdown makes me feel like I’m thinking through cheesecloth, with all the fine details stripped away. I want to be out here, but it’s so much easier living in my head.

      In there, everything is just as I want it to be, or as close as I can get. My thoughts are clear. I can jump into any world I want—past, present, or future. Play out endless lives. And Connie’s right there with me. I know I need to stay connected to reality, but how can I when virtuality is so much easier in every possible way?

      One step at a time, I guess. That’s what Shelt would say—get out of your head and do what you can. It’s one of the reasons I set up this date. Instead of shacking up with Connie in my headspace, we can be out in the world together. It’s not the same as if she was here with me, but for now it’s the best I can do.

      The telecafe is tucked into a short strip of stores up on Donlands Avenue., between a Mennonite butcher and a Sea Feed & Co., one of those algae-based chain restaurants, and I lock my bike to the rack out front and head inside. It looks like a typical coffee shop, with a long bar and customers sitting at an eclectic mix of old Formica tables in mismatched chairs, except all the tables are split in half by a transparent screen. Most of the tables are full, with people sitting on either side, but they’re not talking to each other—they don’t even see the person opposite them—instead, they’re chatting with whoever’s on their screen.

      Connie’s already waiting at our assigned table. I slide into my chair and there she is across from me. She’s got her hair pulled up in a loose bun, showing off the sweep of her long slender neck, and her red top is conservatively buttoned all the way up, but it hugs her body in just the right way. She’s frowning, but I know she’s only playing. I don’t think she could be mad at me even if she wanted to.

      “It’s about time,” she says in a mock-hurt tone. “I’m beginning to think you like Shelt more than me.”

      “Never,” I say as I sit. I want to reach across to grab her hand, but even as real as she seems, I know that’s impossible. One more reminder that this is all a fiction.

      There’s a beer waiting for me, the glass wet with condensation, and I pick it up and take a long swallow.

      “How was the session tonight?” Connie asks. She’s got a glass of wine in front of her and she raises it and takes a sip.

      “Good,” I say with a shrug. “Shelt was in fine form. He tried to set me up with someone.”

      Connie raises her brows and leans in. “Oh yeah? Was she cute?”

      “I guess,” I reply. “Seemed nice enough.”

      “And?” she presses. “Do you have a date?”

      “Of course not,” I answer, maybe a little too quickly, like her question was a subtle test of my loyalty even though I know I could go on all the dates I want and Connie wouldn’t treat me any differently or be upset in the least. This relationship is entirely one-sided and all in my head. I’m the only one holding us to it. I take another swig of beer, frustrated. “I’m not ready for that. Besides, I have you. I don’t need anyone else.”

      “That’s sweet,” Connie says. She flashes her teeth, reaches up, and pulls a strand of hair back over her ear. “But you know, if you ever wanted to go out on a date, I wouldn’t mind. It might do you some good.”

      “I …” I don’t know what to say. First Shelt sticks his nose where it doesn’t belong, and now even Connie is trying to shove me back into the dating pool. “We only have the table for an hour. We don’t get to be together like this much. Let’s talk about something else, okay?”

      “Whatever you’d prefer,” Connie says. As programmed. “I do have something to tell you—your friend Ari Dubecki sent you a message. He wants you to help him with something.”

      My first instinct is to say “no” before I even hear what it is, but I fight down the urge. I first met Ari Dubecki—Dub—in the same counseling session where I met Shelt. He was only an amateur fighter back then, spent all his life savings to buy himself a top-of-the-line skyn with dreams of making it to the New Gladiators, the high-stakes reszo fighting league. Then, after everything the other version of me did, when I was restored the second time, Deacon had hijacked Dub’s killer skyn and tried to use it to force his way back into my head. When that failed, Deacon walked Dub’s skyn in front of a train to hide the evidence.

      At first the authorities thought it was a suicide, and tried to get him disqualified from the Gladiator trials, but when I took down Deacon and everyone believed it was a rogue AI that had been killing reszos, the Gladiator Commission relented and allowed him to compete. Eventually he earned himself a spot in the arena, fighting for Humanitech’s Gladiator team. I haven’t talked to him in a few months, but I’ve followed his career, and he’s racked up quite a kill streak in the arena. Undefeated in one-v-ones last I saw.

      “Did he say what he needs help with?” I ask. Dub and I aren’t exactly close, but we’ve been through a lot, and after what Deacon did to him, I’ll help however I can. I owe him that at least.

      “Nope,” Connie says. “Just that he’d like you to meet him at the Ludus Humanitech tomorrow.”

      “I guess that’ll give me an excuse to get out of the house again. Two days in a row even.”

      “Careful,” Connie says with a sly grin, “you might decide you like it out here.”

      “I like it out here just fine,” I say. “As comfortable as it is in the cabin, there’s nothing like the feel of real flesh.”

      “Then you should get out more,” Connie suggests, absently stroking the hollow of her throat with her index finger. There’s absolutely nothing sexual about the gesture, but even still my pulse quickens and a tension throbs in my groin. Another reason to appreciate reality: it’s analogue, and rife with contradiction. Flesh isn’t always rational.

      And, maybe, that’s what we need—I could get Connie a skyn of her own.

      I’ve been toying with the idea, just in the back of my mind, and I know it’s crazy but the more I think about it… Why not?

      Other than the fact I’m basically broke and skyns run into the millions, and modifying a Cortex to run a sprite instead of a psychorithm takes some doing.

      What’s more troubling is how fucked-up the idea is. It’s one thing to cling to a dead loved one through a personality sprite, but it’s a whole other level of messed up to contemplate a flesh-and-blood replacement body. I know I’m not the first person to ever consider this. I didn’t come up with the idea out of thin air—there are plenty of stories about people who’ve recreated lost loves or dead children. Sure, no one thinks it’s a particularly healthy thing to do, but who cares what people think?

      I want to get back out into the world, and having Connie here to help would make that easier. So, other than the expense, and the considerable social stigma, and the questionable effect it’ll have on my mental health, what’s stopping me?

      I sigh and take another drink. Connie’s watching me, her face placid, endlessly patient. She’ll wait for me forever, never lie to me, and never, ever leave me.

      Arg. I can’t, and I know it. I can’t be that guy.

      “Something bothering you?” Connie asks. “Why don’t we talk about it?”

      I shake my head. This isn’t something she can help me with.

      “Why don’t we order,” I suggest, but as I’m bringing up the menu there’s a crash outside, then the pap-pap-pap of a semiautomatic weapon, and before I’m out of my seat to see what’s happening, an explosion lights up the night.
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      You huddle against the low stone wall of a balcony outside Building Three, crouched on the balls of your feet, staying silent, waiting for any hint of where your opponents might be. Unless they’re complete Hanzos they’ll know you’re here too, know exactly where you landed and likely where you’ll be posted up. They’ll be waiting for you to make the first move so they can take shots at you, so you need to stay still and hope you spot them first.

      You glance up and to the right and two rows of plain white text slide out from the edge of your vision. The countdown shows seventeen minutes and six seconds gone, with ninety-three players still alive. Only ninety-nine hours, forty-two minutes, and fifty-four seconds to go. For this round. Then you have to survive nine more.

      That’s what it’ll take to win the Grand Century. Survive ten games—one thousand hours—and take home the massive prize that comes with it. No big deal, right?

      Except everyone agrees it’s next to impossible. Vegas puts your shot at a million to one, and that’s being generous. There’s a higher chance you’ll be struck by lightning on the island than you’ll win ten games in a row. The closest anyone’s ever come is a guy called OVRshAdo. He’s put in almost two thousand hours on the live game alone, who knows how many simmed, and he’s still never won. He came close once, made it eight hundred and eighteen hours, until an unlucky headshot took him out early in game nine of his run.

      He’s a legend, best who ever played, and just your luck he’s in this lobby right now, starting his three hundredth hour with this drop. For sure he’s the deadliest enemy out here, his name’s already graced the kill-feed twice, but if you want to win, you need to be better than the best.

      Not that you have a choice. Losing isn’t an option. The prize money for completing a Century is nearly twenty million dollars, free and clear, not including everything you bet on yourself to win—and you need it, need all of it. Rael needs it. The money will pay for the treatment he needs to survive, without it …

      Your eyes mist up and you swallow the sudden stab of heartache, fight the grief back down. You can’t let the audience see you weak. Rael still has time, remember that. It’s why you’re here. You have the chance to save him.

      It took everything for you to get here. First fragging your way up the leaderboards to earn an invite, then gambling the rest of your savings on the entry fee and the bets on yourself to win. Plus, you’re still not entirely comfortable when fleshed. Even after the pregnancy and caring for Rael this past year and a half, you still prefer the cool sterility of living digital. You grew up virtual, been grinding crypto from a trodebed since you were a ward of the Alabama Foster System. And even after you escaped you chose the refuge of the digital life, immersed yourself in the virt mesh and abandoned the brutal uncertainty and ever-present pain of reality.

      Forever, you thought.

      At twenty-four you went reszo, sold off your perfectly healthy body for parts, and took all the money you’d earned over the years of tubing and bought yourself a one-way ticket to a purely virtual existence. Sure, you could have continued as a tuber without transitioning, even then the trodes had improved, the resolution was tight and the feedback had progressed from a simple one-way controller to completely interactive, and the implanted versions were even better, but you knew nothing would compare to living in the mesh as a native—as a psychorithm. Purely digital. Immortal. Protected from reality, and unable to be hurt by anyone.

      You loved it. Released from the limitations of your sluggish blood and guts, the mesh became a fucking paradise. When you were playing a game and magical flames rippled up your arms, the cold heat and the otherworldly sense of power was like something you’d never imagined, like a drug they’d immediately outlaw if it existed out in the physic. And when you kicked off the ground and pulled yourself into flight, you couldn’t believe why anyone would want to live in a world where none of it was possible.

      You were happy, for a long time, and didn’t once regret renouncing your flesh—until that tragedy with one of your fans sparked a fire in you, and your brain began aching for something the mesh couldn’t give you: a family.

      After ignoring the longing for as long as you could, and then actively hating it for a while, you realized it was the one thing you couldn’t escape from, so once again you pulled together everything you’d earned, bought yourself a skyn, and had it impregnated.

      They based the baby off your old DNA, added a bunch of good filler to make the kid strong and smart, and when you finally pushed it out and the bot laid it on your chest, naked and squirming, you felt the toggle in your head flip from a single-player focus, where you and you alone controlled the storyline, to a two-player co-op. And when he instinctively grabbed your thumb and nuzzled down into your breast, you felt, for the first time in your life, the power of unconditional love. The mesh never gave you that.

      You’re only here because of Rael, because if you don’t win he’ll die, and that will kill you, so ten wins it is. But you can’t just stay hidden here for the next ninety-nine hours. You need to do something.

      Other than the palms swaying in the gentle breeze, there’s still no movement. You’ve already cleared the loot out of Buildings One, Two, and Three—snagged yourself a level-one helm and a small backpack with a single weapons hardpoint, a Phoenix MX-2 autoshotty, an AR comp, an SMG extended mag, a compass perq, another sixty seconds of safe-time, and a smoke grenade, but found nothing that’d let you shoot at range. There are a few bots hanging around, prowlers, the big cat-like hunter types with fangs and razor claws, but since you’re still in the safe-zone, their green eyes and running lights show they’re not threatening. You could try taking one out with the shotgun, they’d probably be carrying something worthwhile, but you’re not ready to call attention to yourself by starting a bot war. With only a pistol and a shotgun you’ll need to get right up close to engage, and if you’re out here banging on the bots you’d leave yourself exposed.

      So, the options are stay here and keep waiting for someone to show, or get aggressive and find some action. Your two opponents are north of you, one probably in the courtyard watching the apartments, and the other already looted through buildings Four, Five and Six. The courtyard guy’s isolated. With you to the south and the other player to the north, he’s got eyes on either side of him, and since the beach has the most open area, he’s the obvious target. But the guy to the north will know that too …

      You know immediately what you’re going to do. You can’t stay here. No one likes a camper, and a big part of winning this game is getting the audience on your side. The crowd wants action, and the more attention you draw, the more likely you are to earn sponsored drops—and apart from the boss runs, all the best loot is sponsored.

      “Hey y’all, how ’bout a sick flank, come around from behind?” you ask the aud silently, and they respond with a cheer that vibrates your rithm. They want action, so give ’em some.

      You push off the wall and crouch-run across the main road cutting between Buildings Three and Four, keeping low in case someone spots you, and hug the wall as you head away from the beach. The skyn is starting to feel less like a costume you’re wearing and more like you, and you push yourself to a sprint, see what your body can do. These skyns are above Human Standard to start, and between the muscle enhancers and the rithm upgrades and the powered armors available to loot, by the end of the game players can get downright supernatural.

      You make it to the back side of the building, cut north along the rear wall, and your muscles ripple down your back as you hop the balcony railings one after the other.

      The jungle’s close by on your right, and you keep an eye out for movement as you race through the narrow backyards of the first-floor apartments. Someone could have slipped around and positioned themselves in the trees, but you’re not expecting it, and when you hear the sharp smack of a Trident in burst mode echoing from the other side of the building, you know you made the right call. You put on speed and race to the north end of the complex, spin around the wall of Building Six, and inch your way to the corner looking out over the beach.

      The shots came from the south, out closer to the water. You don’t know who found the Trident, but they’re hostile, whoever it is. If they’re already shooting they won’t want to duo up, which means they’re the priority target. The trick then is to get close enough that your shotgun can take them down before they spot you and punch you full of holes at range.

      Good news is, you’re behind them.

      And also, you’re just better. Don’t forget that—you’re a goddamned monster. This may be your first live game, but you’ve been fragging guys your whole life. A kill’s a kill, ain’t no different than a virt.

      There’s not much protection out in the manicured paths of the rec area, nothing but trees and a couple thatched-roof walk-up bars—unless they’re swimming submerged through the connected series of pools. Even fewer places to hide out on the beach, just umbrellas and lounge chairs until the docks. The kill-feed didn’t ding though, so either the guy with the Trident missed or it wasn’t enough to kill.

      You pause and scan the edges of the scenery for movement, searching for anything that doesn’t belong, then dart out of hiding, snake through a copse of trees, and go over a low hill into the rec area.

      You duck behind a short trolley stacked with fluffy white towels and wait to see if anyone shoots at you. Unable to help yourself, you reach up and brush your fingers over the fancy stitching on the blue bird of the embroidered apartment logo and across the pillowy fabric. It’s hard to believe the detail of this place. The apartments are all decorated, made up with beds that’ll never be slept in and stocked with food that’ll never be eaten, the grounds are well-maintained, and the bars lined with bottles. It’s all real, but still it’s all an illusion, set-dressing for the one thing this place was designed for—reszos killing each other for sport.

      It’s strange, all this happening in the real world and not running on a server somewhere—though nothing about this place is natural. The entire island is controlled by one man: Jefferson Wood, the reclusive billionaire who created Decimation Island. He’s the CEO and Game Director and lives here full time, on the small island off the north-west coast, where he monitors the game states and devises new hotspots and makes sure everything runs smoothly.

      The island itself is completely AI controlled—the bots and the NPCs and everything else that isn’t a player. It’s as much a participant in the game as anyone else, and it’s also doing its best to kill you. You can’t forget that—even when you think you’re alone, the island is watching. It’s the most dangerous thing out here.

      You pick yourself up and move from cover to cover as best as you can, keeping your footsteps light, and by the time you get back to Building Four and haven’t spotted anyone you wonder if you might have overplayed this, but then there’s another shot and the crash of bottles shattering.

      Near one of the bars, just ahead, not more than forty feet away.

      “Come on out, be-atch,” someone yells. A female voice, high-pitched and ragged with attitude—probably the one who’s been shooting. “You know how this ends, don’t make me waste ammo chasing you.”

      There’s no response, neither verbal nor violent, and you wonder if maybe the guy staying quiet is a live game virgin, yipping out under the pressure of their first drop. Though no one who makes it to the live game can be underestimated. Could be they just didn’t find a weapon that’ll stand up to the Trident and are doing their best to get away.

      You creep up the path, staying low, with your shotgun loaded and level, ready to fire, and catch sight of the female player just ahead of you. You recognize her immediately. Should have known from her squawky voice. All the skyns are similar in build and height, no real difference in the performance between male and female, but by the shock of bright pink hair poking out from under her helmet you know you’re looking at lucyFurr. She’s a fixture on the live game circuit, with thousands of hours on her record, but she’s impulsive, never making the decimation more than once or twice in a row. She plays style over longevity. Take her pink hair. It’s a liability, makes her stand out—but that’s her schtick and it works for her. She’s always got a good audience, but you’d never partner with her. Neither of you would last very long, not the way she plays.

      She’s got her back to you, and doesn’t have much in the way of protection—a helmet but no vest or other armor—and her gaze is fixed down the sights of her raised weapon as she stalks toward the shredded bar. You’re close enough to hear the artificial click as she thumbs her weapon to single fire before she squeezes a few rounds into the bar, hoping to get a lucky hit on the guy on the other side. More bottles explode and glass goes flying everywhere, but she doesn’t seem to hit anything else.

      “That shitfucker’s hiding,” she says to the air, playing to her fans straight up out loud. She doesn’t think she’s in any danger, or doesn’t care who else hears. “Come out and let me kill you, why doncha?”

      Something smashes off to the right, and when lucyFurr snaps her weapon at the sound the guy on the other side of the bar—male, sandy hair, with a backpack that looks full of gear, but no weapon—makes a run for it, racing in the other direction. He jumps over a row of recliners and zigzags toward the shelter of a nearby stand of palms, trying to avoid the bullets he knows will be coming.

      He’s fast, but he won’t make it.

      You shoot before she does, punch a crater through the dark grey DI jumpsuit and into lucyFurr’s back. A bright plume of blood mists the air and she screams as she’s thrown forward and bounces off the bar. She hits the ground hard and her weapon skitters across the concrete.

      A sudden unexpected gut-punch staggers you, and you take a step back.

      You just shot someone—for real put a massive hole in someone’s back—and now you’re about to kill them. You’ve done it a million times in your life, caused far more bloody squibs than this, but that was all virtual, and somehow the reality of it is shocking, almost unbearable.

      You tighten your grip on the shotgun to keep your hands from shaking.

      It’s a game. No different from a virt.

      No one really dies here. You’re all reszo, the only lasting punishment for losing is you don’t get to keep the memory of your time on the island. Everything that happens here is property of the island, so when you lose, you return to your headspace as if you’d just loaded into the game and came instantly back. You get to find out how your run went by watching it secondhand, just like everyone else.

      The only way you keep your memories is to win the Century, and no one’s ever done that. So, if you planning on coming out the other side of this intact, you better get used to killing, ‘cause that’s the only way through.

      lucyFurr pushes up to her hands and knees—she isn’t dead, these skyns are hard to kill— and you fix the shotgun at her back and shoot again. She screams as a chunk of her shoulder blows off, but keeps fighting, rolls to her back with a pistol in her hand and rage in her eyes, and you put her lights out with a pop to the face that blasts a crater in her scowl. Her Cortex cracks with a blue-white flash through the gore, and just like that she’s out of the game.

      The initial shock has crystalized to exhilaration, and the trilling of your audience mixes with the tang of blood and gunpowder and the adrenaline pumping through your skyn and sends a rush straight to your head.

      Damn that feels good.

      Maybe a little too good.

      You glance up and to the right as the kill-feed updates.

      
        
        AniK@ downs lucyFurr. 92 remain.

        

      

      Your head jangles as you absorb lucy’s safe-time and the soft white photoo on your inner wrist spins up to show you’ve collected twenty-three minutes.

      As you lower your weapon, the guy whose ass you just saved pops his head out from behind the tree and sees lucyFurr spread out on the ground.

      “Yo,” he says, smirking. “So, you wanna group, or what?”
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      “Everyone stay low,” I yell over the sudden confusion in the telecafe. If there’s more shooting I don’t want anyone to catch a stray round. The explosion was down the street, and no one in here was hurt, but we need to evacuate just the same. Smoke’s drifting past the window, could be a fire or who knows what else going on out there. If it’s a targeted attack we might be safer staying put, but if they’re shyfted-up reszos out on a spree, shooting up the street for kicks, they could go building to building assassinating people. We’re not safe here.

      It’s hard to concentrate. My adrenaline-boosted thoughts slam against the neural governor with a jittering de-sync. I push back against it, try to keep calm, stay focused, but it feels like my head’s full of pudding. Deacon’s contained, but he’s still finding ways to make my life difficult.

      I gather my wits, take a breath, and think next steps. First one’s obvious: evacuate the scene.

      A waiter stands shocked in the aisle behind me, staring out the window as frightened people flee past.

      “Hey,” I say to him, but he doesn’t hear me. I give him a shake and he snaps his head around. “This place have a back entrance?”

      At first I don’t think he understands, but then he blinks and seems to come back to his senses.

      “Into the alley,” he says.

      “Get everyone out,” I say. “And don’t stop running until you’re clear. Got it?”

      He nods, and I turn to tell the crowd to follow him, but they’re way ahead of me; people are already hurrying to the back of the cafe. Another burst of gunfire erupts outside and the press for the exit intensifies. The shots are quieter though, like they’ve moved away from us.

      As the cafe empties I turn back to Connie. “What’s going on out there?”

      She already has the answer for me. “SECNet reports three armed reszos just blasted their way into a building down the street. No identified fatalities, but a man has been shot and is bleeding heavily. Other injuries reported due to vehicle collisions and debris from the explosion.”

      “ETA on first responders?”

      “The Police Service AMP says five minutes for a lawbot drop, with a tactical response team not far behind,” Connie answers. “Fire and Emergency Services en route. Drones should be here any second. Everyone has been ordered to evacuate the scene.” She pauses. “But you’re not going to do that, are you?”

      At least five minutes until help arrives and someone’s out there bleeding. He could be dead by then.

      Dammit.

      “Doesn’t look like it,” I say.

      She doesn’t even pretend to be surprised. “The fighting has moved inside the building and the wounded man is to the south, on the sidewalk. Gunshots to the thigh and lower abdomen,” she says. “From the way he’s bleeding it’s likely a bullet nicked the femoral artery. A tourniquet above the wound—”

      “I can handle that much,” I say, whipping my belt off and wrapping it around my fist. “Thanks for the help. See you at home?”

      “I’ll be waiting,” she says and blows me a kiss as I run out the front door.

      The sidewalks have cleared and the few cars that had drivers sit idle where their occupants abandoned them. Down the street the security gate surrounding a three-story brown-brick building is still smoldering, the front doors are wide open, and the deep whoop-whoop of a security klaxon pounds from inside.

      Service drones arrive and take up a perimeter around the building, watching it from all angles, acting as scouts for the approaching lawbots. The drones ignore me as I sprint down the sidewalk, and once I’m south of the building entrance I cross the road and find the wounded man. He’s a black guy, probably in his mid-fifties, and he’s lying on the concrete, moaning shallowly in a pool of blood, fluttering in and out of consciousness. An umbrella and a bag of spilled curry containers lie beside him. A moment ago he was just grabbing take-out and now he’s barely alive.

      One of the drones turns its attention to me. “Clear the area,” it orders, but I ignore it and kneel beside the wounded man.

      “I got you,” I say as I gently
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