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      Winter’s stomach is twisted, his head fuzzy. His unfamiliar body leaks sweat in the thick night air. This is his third night hunting, the third night in a row without a prize—and the last night he can risk inhabiting this skyn.

      It has to be tonight.

      He tenses, tries to still thoughts that rattle around in his mind, that pound on the inside of his skull as though his Cortex has somehow come imbalanced. It’s at these times he’s almost thankful for his condition—for the cold void yawning in his head. For his lack. If he were the same as everyone else he’d have given up by now, broken by the weight of the incessant fear and crushing anxiety of what he’s planning to do.

      Most people would have deserted by now, but luckily for him, he doesn’t feel fear. Doesn’t feel anxiety. Doesn’t feel anything at all. Which makes his job much easier, relatively speaking.

      Tonight he’s going to kill someone—if only he can find the right target.

      He’s chosen this waterfront path as his hunting grounds, concluded it possesses the greatest potential for success. It’s secluded, a strip of forested trails crisscrossing between the Docklands—a once future-city that’s now mostly converted to body locker warehouses—and the lake to the south. The paths are dark, lit only by the blue light of the moon. They were designed as a refuge from the incessant glow of the city, and this time of night the only people who come here are reszo.

      The digitally restored don’t tend to wander far from the heart of Reszlieville, where their party never ends, but the Docklands have become a popular haunt for reszos too. There’s always someone around, neglected skyns pulled from stasis and lumbered out for the recommended period of physical activity. Even people who’ve all but abandoned their bodies to live like gods on the virt mesh still need to the occasional exercise.

      They emerge, logy from their virtual kingdoms, shuffling stiff-legged, to treat themselves to some chew time or simply remind themselves what it feels like to have blood pumping through their veins. They’ll be weak, dazzled by the fog of reality, readjusting to a body they haven’t worn in weeks or even months, and easy to subdue if his initial strike should somehow miss a killing blow. The resistance should be minimal. Ideal prey.

      His plan is sound, his precautions exhaustive—why then can’t he simply pick someone and be done with it?

      A couple approaches, arm in arm. Winter’s pulse rises, his hearing flattens to a high-pitched whine. They see him, but don’t register him as a threat. His skyn is blandly handsome. Unremarkable. Just another reszo out for a stroll.

      They won’t be suspecting it. The male, maybe he’s a bit-head. It’s hard to tell, even in the bright moonlight. They’re both attractive, move with the casual grace of immortals, but there’s two of them. His plan doesn’t include multiple targets.

      They pass, and he doesn’t alter his stride. Soft footsteps on pavement fade into the darkness behind him.

      Winter’s body vibrates with tension. He might not feel fear, but he has no desire to be caught. An impulsive choice could set him back months. SecNet is everywhere, knows everything, can retrace people’s movements back in time for weeks—where they went, who they talked to, how long they sat on the toilet, and what they ate based on what came out.

      This means he needs to be careful. Very careful. He’s about to cut a stranger’s head off. Not just cut it off, but pry into the target’s mind. Hack the skull, then the Cortex firewalls to get at the pure coded thought within. The rithm. Memories.

      Emotions.

      This is what he desires more than anything else: to feel something, something real. No more tainting his thoughts with crude, AI-generated simulacrums of pride or passion, or home-rolled code impersonating a fleeting moment of joy. He’s tried them all. They’re ephemeral, don’t stick. Nothing will do but the real thing, and for that he needs a mind, an active rithm running on a Cortex.

      And for that he needs a head. Just a simple head. Why is that so hard?

      Another man approaches. This one?

      He’s alone, not too big, neck a good height for the swing. Winter checks around him with side to side flicks of his eyes, doesn’t alter his gait.

      No physical witnesses. A green glow in the corner of his eye shows he’s clear of SecNet’s unrelenting vision. SecNet is usually everywhere. A network of various police and city and military and Union sensors. Personal devices capturing feeds in real time and DroneSense watching through a million individual points in the sky. Normally there’s nothing in the city that goes unnoticed, but the system of trails was designed as a haven from the constant hum of the city, from the ubiquitous EM fields permeating everything. SecNet has no presence here.

      And even if an image of his biokin is caught—be it by a stray drone or a target’s personal feed device—he’s wearing an untraceable body, bought custom from a backdoor fleshmith. It’ll trigger a null result in SecNet. He’s completely anonymous.

      That is itself a problem, and the reason he needs to act tonight. He doesn’t know how much longer he can rely on the shield of anonymity. This is his third night out, he can’t escape the cameras indefinitely. Enough null hits and SecNet will become interested in the unregistered skyn and alert a lawbot or constable to investigate.

      He doesn’t have much time left.

      He can’t wait for the perfect moment anymore. This has to be the one.

      As the distance between them closes, he goes through the rehearsed motions in his mind. Twitch his wrist to release the collapsible blade concealed in his loose-fitting jacket, call out a wordless shout, and when the target hesitates, slice through his neck with one swift, powerful swing. He envisions the blade as it severs skin and bone, cuts the diganic connection between flesh and machine, then passes clean through the other side, severing the head.

      He understands the irony. Knows his lack of fear and revulsion and remorse makes it easier to use a surgical-sharp tool to decapitate an unsuspecting victim and carve a slice out of his thoughts. He knows it will be unpleasant for both of them.

      He doesn’t want to, but there’s no alternative.

      With the Cortex exposed he’ll have only moments to tie in, syphon out a snapshot of the target’s mind, and pass the coded thought through a relay of rented drones running deep-encryption protocols. He’ll take as much as he can, but he can’t stay long. Even under the best of circumstances, with no nearby witnesses or passing bots, and if he’s able to crack the target’s cortical security, he’ll only have a few moments to grab whatever he can.

      He won’t actually be copying the target’s mind, as much as he’d like to. With a full rithm at his disposal he could analyze and unpack the coded engrams at his leisure, not just briefly graze through the target’s moment-to-moment consciousness. But he doesn’t have time for that. He’s fairly certain he can hack the external firewalls, the ones that let the rithm in and out of the body through the combined senses and external link port, but it’d take hours to crack the second set of protection that secures the target’s neural pattern. He’ll have to settle for a tap of the active thoughts. A snapshot. Playback only.

      He knows the target’s thoughts will be distasteful. There’ll be horror. Shock. Pain. After all, his head will have just been severed in a brutal random attack. But even terror is better than the numb buzz Winter feels now.

      It won’t be much, but it’ll be enough.

      It has to be.

      Winter tenses, readies himself, and at the last second notices the light leaking from the target’s eyes. Lenzs. He’s live, transmitting his view of the world out to the link. There could be thousands of people watching, or no one at all, but still the risk is too great.

      The chance passes and Winter nearly cries out as his body shakes with need.

      He can’t wait any longer. Now. It has to be now.

      Winter’s considering the risks of extending the hunt to a fourth night when he hears footsteps, light but rhythmic. A jogger. Ahead, around a bend in the path. He emerges a moment later, running up the path bare chested, dark skin glistening in the moonlight. He’s wearing thin black shoes and skintight shorts that hug his hips. He’s all muscle, probably revved, and not remotely virt-dulled. He’s not an optimal target by any means, but Winter can’t wait anymore.

      They catch eyes in the gloom. Winter doesn’t immediately look away, and they share a moment of unspoken connection. He knows this makes him appear trustworthy, two ordinary humans passing congenially in the night.

      The target won’t be suspecting. This is his chance. This is what he’s been waiting for.

      He’s practiced, knows the strike. The footwork. The follow-through.

      The target is only steps away.

      There is no alternative.

      With two seconds to contact Winter twitches his wrist, releasing the blade silently down his arm, depositing the grip in his palm.

      One more step, and as the target passes Winter plants his left foot, reaches back with the blade jutting from his right hand, and swings as hard as he can, using the considerable power in his torso and shoulder to deliver maximum impact.

      He’s mid-swing when the target sees the blade and reacts, tries to twist away, lifts his arms up in protection.

      The blade severs the target’s arms mid-forearm, which slows the blow enough that the swing misses his throat, catches him instead under the chin and lodges itself in his jaw.

      Not an ideal outcome.

      The target screams something, a wet gurgle of pain and rage and confusion as Winter yanks the blade free. Blood pours down his torso, streams from his stumps, but he’s still on his feet, and the confusion doesn’t last long. He can’t fight, but he can run.

      He nearly gets away.

      Why does the world make everything so hard?

      The target stumbles and gives Winter the chance to swing the blade once more. The tip catches his Achilles tendon and the target flops head over heels with the next step, rolls, and somehow lands back up on his good leg and hops away, moaning and gurgling all the while.

      This isn’t how it was supposed to work.

      The target will likely have sounded an alarm in his head. The drones will be coming, the police not far behind.

      Winter spins and pursues the target as he bounces away on one leg. This needs to end. Now.

      He grips the blade tighter and launches himself after the target. It isn’t difficult to catch the hopping man, and Winter sprints right past and takes his head off from behind in a single, powerful swing. The body collapses and the head falls and rolls a short distance away. Helpless eyes glare at Winter as life quickly drains away.

      The night grows eerily still. He doesn’t hear sirens. The skyn was likely registered, and Second Skyn will already know about the trauma. But he has time.

      Winter uses the blade’s edge to scrape the bottom of the Cortex clean of viscera, rinses it with the flask of water he’s carried with him, toggles the Cortex’s interface seal open, inserts a probe, and initiates the connection. Then his specially trained AI goes to work.

      Winter can only wait now. Wait for the encryption-cracking entity to either pierce the cortical firewalls or fail. The entity wasn’t cheap, but it came with assurances. The best code this side of military, his supplier had claimed. If he’s to be trusted—

      The AI reports back green nearly instantly, and the unexpectedly efficient result convulses Winter’s spine.

      Success.

      He’s studied the human mind in great detail, he knows what he should be feeling now, if he could. If he did. He knows it would be excitement.

      Relief.

      Anticipation.

      Winter initiates the transfer and begins streaming the jogger’s still-racing thoughts over a series of rented drones to an encrypted file in an anonymous body locker where his primary skyn is waiting, free from any potential record of involvement.

      His work is almost done.

      His mouth floods with saliva. Reminds him that, even though he may have a prosthetic mind, deep down, he’s still an animal.

      He sets the probe to continue streaming for five minutes. He’ll never get that much, of course. Second Skyn will perform a remote shut down long before then.

      The head goes in the lake, probe and all. It’ll keep transmitting from the bottom. Next he unstraps the blade from his arm, tosses it out as far as he can throw it. He goes in after it, takes a running dive, swims out two hundred meters and lets himself sink, like he’s falling into a warm bath. He blows out the air from his lungs and falls into the blackness until the pressure in his ears becomes uncomfortable, then he cuts the connection. Eventually someone will find the skyns—the victim and an untraceable black market scafe job—but nothing will trace them back to him.

      He’s done it.

      He’s won.

      When he opens his eyes he’s back in his own skyn, nestled safely in the medpod, just as he left it. He thinks the pod open and it hisses quietly as the seals pop and the systems cycle. He rises and walks two shaky steps to the wall, where a notification is flashing. A file has been received.

      A file one minute and seven seconds long.

      Sixty-seven seconds of pure feeling.

      He takes his cuff from its cradle on the single shelf in the room, sits himself down on the narrow bench, affixes it to the port on the back of his neck, and loads the file straight to the workshop in his headspace. He extracts the compressed thought, harnesses it with code lattice that’ll remove the emotions from their context and help graft them into the holes in his mind. It takes a moment for the conversion, and he sits completely still until it’s ready.

      Once it’s done, he doesn’t hesitate.

      There’s a rush—

      —then bright bursts behind his eyes so vivid he thinks he’s dying. A side effect of the injection, a bad reaction corrupting his rhythm, unraveling his pattern…

      But no. This isn’t death. Not at all.

      He feels alive. Alive. Maybe for the first time in his life.

      His mind is aflame, a riot of pure emotion. This is what his target felt at the moment his head was removed.

      First comes what must be fear, a stark, all-encompassing dread that fills his gut. Winter has never in his life imagined his mind capable of such depth. His head swims at the sudden breadth of awareness, at the scope of it, at the unfathomable void of potential experience he now knows is waiting for him.

      A spiked undulation roils through his belly. His eyes well and he sobs, a sound he’s never made before: guttural and raw, as if from a dying animal.

      But there’s more. Anger. Revulsion. Frustration. It’s endless, and he wants to feel it all.

      Even as tears spill down his cheeks, even as his chest heaves in misery, his lips spread in a rictus grin. He’s so overcome with the power of his feeling he can’t help but revel in it. In the pain. The suffering.

      Does everyone feel like this? Is this what it means to be human?

      He laughs. Another first: an honest, spontaneous laugh. A laugh that shudders through his body like an electric current, energizing him.

      Laughter. How could he ever have lived without it?

      He knows the grafted emotions will soon fade, that eventually his mind will return to the frozen expanse of cold rationality, and that it will take dozens, maybe hundreds, of injected rithms to make these emotions permanent, but still he’s elated.

      It worked.

      He knows what he has to do now. He’ll never go back to the way he was. It’s only a matter of time: soon, he’ll be whole.

      Just like everyone else.
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      The sun’s no more than a frozen ball in the sky, dusting the blue line of the horizon with a fine crystal mist. I’m perched next to a small black hole in the sheet ice that stretches out over the ocean farther than I can see. Behind me there’s only endless rock and snow. White-topped mountains cut me off from the world.

      Nothing lives here, nothing could. This is a dead place.

      Luckily, this life’s almost over, and soon I’ll be dead too.

      Actually, I’m looking forward to it.

      Not that anyone’s asked, but I don’t know if I could explain why I need to keep coming back here. Maybe it’s the austerity of the landscape, or the klicks of silence in every direction. The absolute solitude, just me and my thoughts…

      Either way, right now, there’s only one thing I know for sure: I refuse to spend my last hours slowly wasting away, not this time. Starving’s miserable. It’s painful and lasts forever.

      I’ve spent time in the Arctic, the real Arctic. I was one of the soldiers caught up in the Incident at Alert during the war, or at least that’s what they called it afterwards. But when we dropped in we had 100 kilos of gear supported by a cold weather exo-suit and the guarantee of regular resupply. Sure, we thought we were about to be invaded, but at least we had warm meals.

      This is entirely different. I’m on my own out here, been living for weeks on what I scavenged from the wreckage of the plane—which wasn’t much to begin with. I’ve been skirting the edge of death for days.

      Thankfully I’ve finally stopped shivering, which means time is running low. My body’s given up on trying to keep my extremities alive and is conserving its waning energy to keep my heart beating. It’s one of death’s small mercies I’ve come to appreciate: the less time you have, the more focused you become. This is when I feel the most still, the most at peace.

      I’ve come to crave these last few hours before my body gives out, when the world narrows to a sharp point and there’s nothing but my next breath—but the suffering it takes to get to these sweet moments of numbness got old a long time ago.

      My arm quit trembling well before my body stopped shivering. I haven’t felt anything past my shoulder for hours, but I can still see the tip of the rough spear in my peripheral vision. It still waits, motionless, poised over the black hole in the ice. Hopefully my muscles will be able to respond when I need them to or this will have all been for nothing. And even if they do still work I’ll likely lose some fingers to frostbite. It’s a shitty situation all around.

      I’m not giving up, not yet. I’ve got an hour of sunlight left, maybe a little more, but if a seal doesn’t poke its nose up through the hole in the sea ice before the sun goes down, I’m going to take two steps forward and drop through the ice and into the ocean and let the frigid water take me. I’ll bask in the chill for a few seconds as my body succumbs to shock, and revel in those empty moments of pure nothingness when everything resets and I’m once again back at the crash site. I’ll have a fresh supply of rations and plenty of fuel for a fire. It won’t be paradise but it’ll be better than this.

      I could use the break.

      Death definitely has its allure, but as much as I’ve come to appreciate teetering on the edge, I still prefer my hands warm and my belly full.

      Either way, I’ll be happy for a change. The wind is daggers today. It shears across the open ice, slicing through the cheap arctic survival gear I found among the plane’s wreckage. The insulated nylon shells were meant to keep downed survivors warm for a few hours, days at the most, not last for weeks of hard living.

      Nothing I have is meant for long-term use—that’s why I need to catch a seal. With a seal I get meat. With the meat I can survive while the leather cures. With the leather I can make a proper pair of boots, and with my feet dry maybe I can come up with a way to survive out here. Except I’ve been at this for days—I don’t even know how many at this point, dozens stretched out over seven or eight runs—and haven’t seen signs of a single seal at the air hole.

      Other than the fish I caught on the second day, I’ve had nothing to eat but the emergency rations I stretched as far as they’d go, some tea made from what little lichen I could scrape from a nearby scrub of rock, and melted snow.

      Thinking about food causes my brain to send the signal for my empty stomach to rumble, but it dies somewhere down my throat. My body knows it’s starving, no use wasting the energy complaining about it anymore.

      I risk a glance back at the sun, hoping a seal won’t pop up in the seconds while my eyes aren’t fixed on the black circle at my feet. It’s already fallen since I last checked, now nearly touching the ice. Days are mostly night up here, and this one’s nearly up.

      Somewhere in the distance the ice cracks like a bomb going off, and it reverberates under my feet a moment later. I turn instinctively toward the sound and a notice a black speck approaching across the ice. I squint behind my snow goggles and can barely make out the shape. It’s getting bigger. A person.

      Someone’s coming.

      But no one’s allowed in here. That’s the whole point. And I know I sure as hell didn’t ack any visitors.

      What’s she up to?

      I reengage my raised arm and it screams at me, drops to my side, and refuses to cooperate further. The spear falls out of my slack fingers and thuds in the powder at my feet. I won’t be picking that up again.

      I’m done.

      The figure solidifies as it approaches. It’s hurrying now, arms crossed over its chest. Whoever it is probably wasn’t prepared to walk into the Arctic. The virt won’t let them freeze to death, but they won’t be comfortable while they’re here. Which is fine with me. No one asked them in for a visit.

      Another second passes. Then another. The wind scours dunes of frozen snow around my feet. I’d be angry if I wasn’t relieved. Into the water it is.

      I take a step toward the hole, but before I can take the plunge I recognize the figure by the way it’s striding through the snow, as if on a reluctant mission: Shelt.

      I haven’t seen him for months—though I haven’t seen anyone for months. Shelt took over Elder’s transition counseling sessions out in the real world and has been pestering me with messages to come to one. He thinks I need help.

      Up until now I’ve ignored the suggestions that maybe it would help to talk to someone. Both he and Connie won’t shut up about it. What makes him think coming here in person is going to be any different?

      I don’t need help, I don’t need to talk, I need to be alone. Locked away from the world, where I can’t hurt anyone else.

      I’m dangerous. I don’t know what I’m capable of, but I know one thing: keeping my broken mind busy dying is all that’s keeping the dark thoughts from creeping in—from getting out.

      I can’t let him get out again.

      Shelt finally shuffles up to me and stops on the other side of the hole. He stamps his feet, raises his arm to his nose, and drags a line of mucus across his sleeve. I sometimes can’t believe how real these simulations are.

      “Why the shit is it so cold in here?” Shelt mutters. He crosses his arms and immediately starts trembling.

      “I don’t want to encourage visitors,” I answer. “I don’t even feel it anymore.”

      “That’s the whole point, isn’t it?” he says, jumping straight into it. “That’s why you’re here… You think freezing yourself solid is some kind of solution.”

      “Then you understand,” I say and steel myself to take the plunge. The initial burst of cold will burn, but just for a second. It’s all good after that.

      “I don’t understand shit,” he replies and steps closer. Close enough he can finally smell me. His nose wrinkles so hard it jerks his head back. “Is that you?”

      I shrug. “No toilets at the North Pole.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Shelt asks, visibly fighting back a gag. I knew I smelled, but didn’t realize quite how bad it was. Wearing the same clothes for a month probably has something to do with it. “You were doing so well—”

      “After fighting off a rampaging artificial superintelligence that wanted me erased?” I say, reluctantly sticking to the lie that a rogue SI killed all those people, not a twisted version of my own mind in a series of stolen bodies. “Things change.”

      “Let me help,” Shelt offers. “You’re not alone out there.”

      “That’s why I’m in here,” I reply. “It’s better for everyone.”

      “But why?” Shelt asks, confused. “What happened?”

      He’s concerned, wants to help. But I can’t tell him, not after what I did. What I am.

      I can’t tell anyone.

      I take a long look at the man standing impatiently in front of me, hands on his hips, lips screwed up, waiting for his answer. The virt assigned him a random avatar, his face could be anyone’s, but the expression is pure Shelt. He’s waiting for me to break down and spill my pent-up suffering, but I’d never do that to him.

      “I just want to be alone,” I say instead.

      Another crack snaps in the ice, this time closer, and Shelt drops to his knees and covers his head with his hands as if someone’s shooting at him. “What the hell was that?” Shelt cries as the boom echoes off the distant mountains.

      “Ice. We’re standing on the ocean.”

      Shelt looks down at the snow under him and leaps back to his feet, cups his hands over his mouth, and blows steam through his exposed fingers. “Why does it have to be so cold?” he asks.

      I shrug. “It suits me.”

      Shelt trembles through a whole-body shudder. “Fine, chitchat’s over. I’ll get to why I’m here. You may not want my help, but I need yours.”

      His words spark something inside me and I do my best to douse it before it flares. “I don’t want to hear about another—”

      “A girl is missing,” Shelt interrupts. “A grassr. Ran away to Reszlieville and disappeared. Her brother found me. He’s desperate. No one will help him.”

      “Call a cop,” I reply.

      He cocks his head at me, exasperated, and for a moment I catch a glimpse of the stimmed-up tweaker he was when I first met him. “You think we didn’t try? She’s a grassr, lived her whole life on the fringe of civilization. She’s got no rep, there’s no evidence she’s in any danger. Puts her at the bottom of everyone’s list.”

      “What do you expect me to do?” I ask, and take another glance down at oblivion through the hole in the ice.

      “How about give a shit about something other than yourself.”

      That cuts a little close. “You and I both know what I went through. What I did for Dub. For Miranda and Tala. I stopped a goddamn SI and saved your goddamn life in the process, then spent every dime I had to get everyone back to their skyns...” Except it’s all a lie and the truth is way worse.

      “Sure,” Shelt says, and smiles through quivering lips. “But that was then. Besides, I know you. Whatever’s happened that you think you need to lock yourself away in here, you can’t help but help. It’s who you are.”

      I stare at the hole at my feet. Just a step away from a hit of pure peace. Just plunge through and the virt resets, kicking Shelt out at the same time. I could end this conversation right now.

      Shelt sees me hesitate and presses. “The brother’s name is Amos. I have a counseling meeting tonight and I told him to meet me afterwards. I told him you’d be there, and I keep my word, so don’t make me a liar.”

      I shake my head. “Shelt, I—”

      “He doesn’t know anyone,” Shelt continues. “He’s lived his entire life on the Preserves. Never been to a city, let alone someplace like Reszlieville. He’s out of his depth and insistent something’s happened to her. You can help, so you must.”

      Oh, I must?

      “No,” I answer. I’m not going out there. Maybe I could help, but who knows what other harm I could do in the process.

      “Tell him I’m sorry,” I say, then call up my console and have the virt eject Shelt. “He’s better off without me.”

      He starts to protest but his voice cuts off as he winks away.

      I look down at the hole and ready myself to step through, but just as I’m about to move a slender brown head with a black nose and two small inquisitive eyes emerges from the water. The seal’s nostrils flare, taking in a fresh breath. He sees me but doesn’t retreat, just floats there, breathing. Guess I’m not much of a threat.

      Looks like I can’t use the hole now though, it’s occupied.

      Fine. I didn’t want to spend my last moments wet anyway.

      After the sun sets I’ll strip and go lie in the snow, enjoy the hallucinogenic spasms making me feel hot as I freeze to death.

      Besides, before I die I want to have a chat with Connie about letting visitors in without permission.
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      By the time I drag my worn-out body back to the cave I’ve been squatting in, the sun’s casting long orange shadows across the snow. For a home it isn’t much—just a hollow of rock overhung by ice—but I dragged part of the surviving fuselage to cover the entrance and packed the holes with bits of cloth and seat stuffing. It isn’t pretty, but so far it’s been enough to keep me alive.

      On my first run I tried to stay at the crash site, thinking I could use the wreckage as a makeshift shelter, but the plane was too damaged and couldn’t keep out the minus-thirty-degree air. I froze to death in my sleep when the fire went out in the middle of the night.

      After resetting for my second run I bundled myself up as best I could and tried to find a new place to survive. A hungry polar bear chased me down not a half day into my search, and I bled out on the snow as it made me its lunch.

      I found the cave on my third run and have used it since, rebuilding it a little better each time I start over.

      After I slide the fiberglass cover away, I pull back the first-class curtain hanging across the entrance and climb through the small opening into the dark cave. The fire from this morning went out hours ago and only a dull orange light bleeds in through the fuselage windows. My smelly nest of bedding is tucked under a low shelf of ice. The remains of what wouldn’t burn from the survival rations are in the garbage pile against the other wall. Eventually I’ll have to start keeping this place cleaner, but until I learn to survive more than a few days at a time, hygiene is at the bottom of my list of concerns.

      I have just enough fuel left for one fire—the remaining safety cards and some scraps of luggage that survived the initial fire after the crash. I was going to use it to cook up the seal meat, but now I’ll enjoy one last stretch of warmth, then strip off my clothes, go lie in the snow, and wait to die. It shouldn’t take long.

      Connie materializes while I’m struggling to burn the laminated safety card with a lighter that refuses to spark into flame. She’s radiant. The cave is nearly dark but I can see her just as clearly as if she were standing in a well-lit room. Her curly auburn hair’s pulled up into a loose bun and she’s wearing a light shirt and shorts, like she just came in from gardening on a warm summer day.

      She looks at me, smirks, and says, “Still no dinner?”

      “No,” I mutter and toss the lighter into the fire pit. So much for warmth. I guess I’ll skip straight to dying.

      “How much longer do you have this time?” she asks, my impending death now a topic of casual conversation. After first accidentally freezing to death and then the polar bear, I ended the third run dying from sepsis after slicing my thigh open dragging the hunks of fuselage across the snow to the cave. Other than the one time I broke through a layer of thin ice and drowned, and the time I plunged into a hidden crevasse and cracked my head open, my deaths have all been slow and painful, mostly starving to death. I’m not doing that anymore.

      “I’ll start over tonight,” I say, conserving my strength. Even talking has become exhausting. I’ll just lie here another moment. Hopefully I’ll be able to drag myself back outside. I don’t want to waste time in here dying when I could get it over with quick and easy, but I need a minute to rest.

      “You could at least let me get you a cup of coffee,” she says, and as she holds out her hand a steaming mug appears in it. The smell of freshly brewed coffee fills the cave and makes my mouth water. I want to take it, but I can’t. I have to do this myself.

      “It’s against the rules,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “They’re your rules,” she says as the coffee winks away. “No one’s holding you to them but you.”

      It’s true. I could make it easier on myself. Tweak the simulation to make more of the plane survive. To have better arctic gear aboard. To make food more plentiful or the weather more cooperative. But what would be the point? I need this. I need to keep my brain occupied. Hovering at the edge of death is the only thing keeping the desperate thoughts in my mind from taking over.

      I can’t risk him getting out. Not again.

      There’s something inside of me. Another me I never was, a twisted me, violent and cruel. He got inside my head, infested me with his memories. I know every sick thing he did trying to get back into my mind, experienced every sick decision he made.

      For a few moments, when he was trying to snatch my body out from under me, we shared a mind, my thoughts were his, and I relived every horrible thing he’d done to find me.

      Every person he hurt.

      I still remember. Every one.

      Eventually my rithm rejected his and kicked him back out to the body he’d mindjacked. I thought I was free, but soon enough I noticed the parts he left behind. It wasn’t until weeks later that I began to notice them—the alien thoughts oozing through my mind. Spikes of rage and crushing guilt. They started small at first, absent nudges, like someone looking over my shoulder. Then the images came, memories I’d never lived, like someone else was in my head with me, sharing my brain. Then came the blackouts.

      I don’t know what happened during those dark times, I only know I always ended up back in my apartment, with no hint to tell me where I’d been or what I’d done—no matter how hard I tried to retrace my steps.

      The other version of me is still inside me. Me, but not me. My own evil twin living inside my head. I call him Deacon, after my middle name.

      I kept a lid on Deacon’s presence as long as I could, until I’d cleaned up the mess he created and tried to fix all the pain we’d caused. Then I came here.

      He wants out, I know it. That’s why I can’t trust myself, but as long as I’m trapped in here, so is he.

      That’s the truth, that’s the reason I’m out here, and that’s why I have to stay. I’ve seen what I’ve become. I know what I’m capable of. There’s a monster inside me, a part of me that craves the freedom of pure self-interest, to simply take what I want—and I can’t blame it all on Deacon, because he’s me.

      All those terrible things they blamed on Eka—the murders, the mind jacking…Dora—it had been me. Ankur covered it up, but that doesn’t make me any less complicit. In fact, it only serves to prove my point: I went along with it.

      I hid behind Ankur’s lies, then bought myself absolution. I didn’t argue when they called me a hero for defeating a rabid superintelligence, as Ankur made the story look, and even my guilt-filled attempt at fixing all the damage I’d caused by spending nearly every dollar of Connie’s inheritance on lawyers and new skyns for the people I’d betrayed—my friends, the people closest to me, hell, people I didn’t much care for in the first place—was to make myself feel better about the pain I’d caused.

      I got my life back, Finsbury’s life. Put the Gibson ID back in storage and believed it was over—and that’s the worst part. I’m not only dangerous—I’m a hypocrite, self-interested to the end. And every second I’m in the world only makes the lies bigger.

      Even after all this time, I don’t know if I’m truly guilty of the things Deacon did. No, I didn’t make the decisions to act, but we both started as the same person, so how can we not both be to blame?

      The law is clear: crimes committed by a rithm are tied to any potential backups. Even backups created before the crime was committed.

      It only makes sense. Skyns are becoming cheaper and cheaper. Suicide bombers are a lot more willing to blow themselves up when they can count on an almost immediate restoration into another secondhand body. And murder sprees still happen all the time—even after the courts came down hard on that initial spate of idle rich sickos who made a game out of virt-style murder missions through the real world, killing and robbing and causing general mayhem across the Union to see who could last the longest before someone shut them down.

      They blew their Cortexes just before capture, then immediately restored from earlier versions of themselves and pled innocence, claimed to not be responsible, said they’d never do such things. The laws were amended real quick after that, and now people are more careful to remain anonymous when they go on their fits of cross-country mayhem for sport.

      There aren’t many who know the truth about me. Saabir, my sort of lawyer, knows some of it. Knows it was me inside Dora—or a version of me anyway—but even he doesn’t know the whole truth. Doesn’t know about the blackouts, and the sudden all-encompassing urges that try to snatch my thoughts away.

      I was in the back of his office one time and asked him what would happen if the truth came out. He leaned in, put his hands together, and in the same calm voice he’d used to ask if I wanted tea, said, without a doubt, if it ever came to light that I’d killed and mindjacked people while under the influence of mind-enhancing shyfts, especially while working as a cop in the Psychorithm Crime Unit, then restored from a backup to get out from under it all, they’d toss my mind in a stock and forget about it forever. If I was lucky.

      Time crawls at low resolution in the stocks. Forever actually lasts forever.

      So I need to lie. Every day. To everyone. I’m not guilty—but I may as well be.

      I’m not sure what makes me more dangerous: the dark impulses swirling around in my head or the fact that I’m no different than the self-interested, destructive liar that the other me was.

      That’s why I came here, and that’s why I can’t leave: this frozen cycle of death is keeping the monster that lives inside me in hibernation. The only person I can hurt in here is myself.

      “About those rules,” I say. “You’re not supposed to let visitors in.”

      Connie feigns a puzzled look. “Someone was here? I didn’t notice.”

      We both know she’s lying and she isn’t trying to hide it. I’d be mad if I weren’t so tired. “Shelt.”

      “Oh really?” she says. “Funny that, him showing up here, out of the blue.”

      “Not so out of the blue,” I answer.

      “What did he want?” she asks, ignoring the bigger point.

      “You already know what he wanted,” I say.

      “Tell me anyway,” she answers with teasing smile, the one I can’t resist. “Or are you in a hurry to go kill yourself some more?”

      I’ve got nothing left in me to argue, not that I ever could. Sometimes it’s hard to believe this Connie is just a simulation. Her sideways glances and winking inflection are so spot-on, I mostly forget the real Connie died almost two years ago. I suppose it’s a little macabre, living with the ghost of my dead wife while I slowly and repeatedly commit suicide, but I don’t know what else I’m supposed to do. I’m broken, and she’s all I have left.

      “A girl’s missing,” I say. “Her brother’s come looking for her.”

      “And what are you going to do about it?” she asks, her tone not quite stern but sliding toward the professorial. She knows what she wants to hear me say, but today she’s not going to get it.

      “Nothing,” I answer. “The cops don’t care, why should I?”

      She stops and looks at me. “Because you do care.”

      Do I though?

      I remember. There was a point, way back when, that I believed I was doing good. I thought I knew what was right. But now I’ve seen the other side of myself, the side that hurts people without a second thought, all in the name of what’s right.

      How can I trust I even know what’s right from wrong anymore?

      “Maybe. Once. But that was another me.”

      “I don’t believe that,” she says, and waves her hand in the small cave. “You want to live the rest of eternity like this? This is no life at all. Why are you wasting away in here?”

      I raise my feeble arm and tap my head with bone-white fingers. Frostbite for sure. They’ll turn black if I stick around a few more hours. “I can’t do anything out there until I fix what’s in here.”

      “You’re not going to fix anything by dying on a loop,” she counters. “The only fix is out there, and you’ll never find it if you don’t start looking.”

      “Don’t you understand?” I say, my voice rising. My frustration is strong enough to give me one last dying burst of energy, but I can’t bring myself to look at her while I say it. “I can’t go back out there. I’m dangerous.”

      Of all the people I’ve lied to, why continue to be cagey with Connie? I know exactly what’s wrong with me, what’s infested me. I even gave him a name.

      I know what I’m capable of, but if I can’t even admit it to Connie—who isn’t even real—how am I ever supposed to admit it to anyone else?

      “You can’t hide in here forever,” she says, quietly now. She’s up to something. I can tell.

      “I can try,” I answer as I unzip my coat. My body’s so frail my clothes are hanging off me. Time to get undressed, get this over with.

      Connie doesn’t say anything else, and for a moment I think I’ve won, but then I feel a tingle in my spine and a tug at the base of my skull. It takes a second before I realize what’s happening—she pulled my plug.

      “What did you do?” I blurt, not so much mad now as panicked.

      “Your skyn’s been in the pod too long,” she answers, her voice clinical. “Medpods need to run a maintenance cycle every sixty days, and you’ve been in here twice that, so I started one.”

      “You’re kicking me out of my head?” I say, and my stomach tenses. I look around for something to grab onto, for an anchor, but nothing here really exists. “I can’t go out there…”

      She shrugs. “It’s for your own good,” she says. “Your skyn needs the exercise. The cycle takes eight hours. Either you can stay in your locker and stare at the timer, or you can go find out about that missing girl.”

      “Stop this—” I say, but it’s too late.

      “Tell Shelt I said ‘Hi’,’” Connie says as the ejection sequence takes hold and something grabs me by the mind and sucks me out of the cave and back into the confines of a warm slab of meat.

      Back in the real world again.

      Shit.
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      The medpod thrums under my suddenly too-sensitive body. The world feels slippery, like friction’s set too low. It’s been a long time since I’ve been fleshed. I’m going to need a few minutes to get used to it.

      I squeeze my fingers into a fist, catching myself up with the flow of realspace, adjusting to the skewed timings of thought after the smooth cause and effect of existing so long in a high-revving virt, living at four times the speed of normal.

      There’s a soft hiss as the pod powers down to standby and begins its maintenance cycle. I’m locked out of the Arctic until it finishes. Now I have eight hours to kill before I can get back to the deepfreeze.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with myself?

      I take it easy at first, reacquainting myself with my body, and for the first time in weeks remember what toes feel like. I take a breath and I’m filled with a surprising nostalgia, as though I’ve come home. It takes being disembodied for a while to appreciate being back in one

      Virtual worlds seem real in every aspect, but they’re not flesh and bone. Nothing like being alive. Turns out I’ve missed it.

      The pod tilts to vertical and I tell it to slow down, I’m in no hurry. I roll my shoulders and flex my calves, give my dormant muscles and nerves time to get back the idea of supporting me. The room’s lights are up and a news digest of what’s happened since I last saw the world displays on the livewall in front of me, next to a fake window showing a view of a shimmering lake through a forest of pine trees. When I left the Arctic the sun was going down, but here it’s only mid-afternoon.

      Even though I’ve only been gone a few short months, the wall tells me the world has continued its race forward. The hurricane season is in full force, with two Cat 5’s already making landfall in the Gulf and another brewing. Thousands are displaced, but with the battering the islands and Gulf states have taken over the past few decades, most of the people who still live in the Hurricane Zones are battened down in their bunkers. Everyone else either fled or died a long time ago.

      Fate has finally brought its Ancestor program to the Union, with clinics open in seven cities across North America, including one right here in Toronto. And as Fate helps more and more people convert to digital immortality, reszo rights continue to be threatened as more and more people obliterate millennia-long preconceptions of what it means to be human.

      Which makes me wonder—how are Xiao and Ankur faring in their war against Fate? The last time I saw them they were intent on stopping Fate’s spread across the world by any means possible, but with new clinics opening here, they must not have gotten very far. I consider for a moment trying to contact them, but I have no idea how. Or if they’re even still alive.

      Not much I could do for them now anyway. I have my own problems to deal with.

      In lighter news, someone’s managed to survive for more than eight-hundred straight hours in Decimation Island Live, the reszo battle royale game show where contestants fight to the death, and that puts her only a game and a half away from being the first to complete a full century—a thousand hours without dying. People seem taken by her story, but I skip past it. I’ve never been much for sports other than hockey, and not even that since they introduced the glowing sticks.

      The feed continues, but I stop paying attention. All this change, and none of it matters. I should probably be pissed at Connie for dropping me back out here, have her sprite reprogrammed for ignoring my specific instructions to keep the outside world where it was. But slipping Shelt in against my wishes is exactly what the real Connie would have done, so it’s really only following its programming. She can’t help but be her.

      If I didn’t want that I could replace her sprite with something more compliant, one who barks “Yessir” like a 1950’s British colonel and does exactly what it’s told. But I haven’t, so I guess this situation is on me. No one to blame but myself, as usual.

      There has to be some kind of problem with me—other than the obvious—that I’m hung up on the digital ghost of my wife, but even knowing there’s something creepy about my attachment to her, I can’t let her go. Sure, deleting her would remove some friction from my existence, let me live the way I want to, but losing her again wouldn’t make my life any better. Her being her is part of the deal.

      She thinks she’s doing what’s best for me, but she doesn’t know. Doesn’t know what’s inside me. I don’t think she’s capable of knowing. Which, again, is on me.

      So fine, I’ll have a little eight-hour staycation. Order some food and watch the wall and when the pod is ready I’ll lie back down and return to the crash site. This time I think I can make it work. All I need is better luck seal hunting, I know it.

      I can survive there.

      The pod finishes rising, and I take a step forward and shiver at an unexpected twang from my hamstrings. My body’s creaking like a cottage with a freshly stoked fire warming from the winter cold, but I don’t mind it. It’s comforting somehow. Familiar.

      My conditioned urge to urinate when I wake up takes me into the closed-off toilet/shower stall, but nothing comes. The pod kept my urine recycling and my bladder is completely empty, which is somehow a complete letdown. I didn’t expect I’d miss the feeling of emptying my bladder.

      Since I’m already naked I slide the door shut behind me and throw the shower on and stay under it for a long time. Long enough I get over my missing whiz and then feel bad about how much water I’m wasting. When I’m done I let myself air dry while I scroll through the feeds on the wall, looking for a sitcom or something to distract me, but ever since Connie died I haven’t had the appetite for casual entertainment.

      After what’s happened over the past few years—the accident, losing Connie, the repeated restorations and battles with enemies real, imagined, and homemade—I’m lucky I’m only play-acting at suicide in a virt. After the war plenty of guys went all the way with killing themselves. I didn’t even get the chance to make that decision. After I died I woke up to someone else’s life already in progress.

      My whole life began and ended in the span of an instant. I didn’t even have a chance to guide it one way or another. The other Finsbury—the one I call Deacon, the one who got to wake up at Second Skyn first—he got to decide. He still had his job. He still had his name. He had his entire future ahead of him, could have been something better. Instead he fucked that all up. He made those decisions. He stole those people’s bodies, used them like puppets to get what he wanted, not me.

      He became the monster, and I’m the one who has to run from the pitchforks and torches. The resentment makes my mouth itch—

      Shit. This isn’t working.

      I can’t sit here with nothing but my thoughts for eight hours.

      I shut the wall off and sit on the pod’s mattress as it vibrates under me. The subsonic whirr of the cleaning cycle is the only noise in the tiny room, and somehow it’s quieter in here than out in the snow. Everyone sees the bright images of the snow-covered ice and imagines it silent, but the wind can roar as loud as a freight train, and the shifting of the ice erupts like mortar fire.

      With the display off, the room is even smaller. Just four square walls with a bathroom behind a sliding door, a kitchenette behind another, a set of drawers and clothes washer behind a third, and the medpod installed at the center. It’s a glorified storage unit for a virt-locked body. Most people don’t even bother with a bathroom. Why pay the extra for a toilet when the pod takes care of that for you?

      I sit another minute as the shivering bed numbs my ass.

      Maybe I’ll just go out for some food. Out, eat, and straight back.

      I’ll keep to myself, keep it under control.

      Nothing will happen.

      A prickle of doubt trills in my stomach as I pull my set of clothes from the washer, get dressed, and slide my tab into my pocket so I can read while I eat. The wall said the humidity was in the high forties, so I don’t bother with the jacket. Years as a head of security and then as a detective trained me to wear a suit jacket whenever I left the house. With SecNet watching all the time you never know when a random camera snap will end up on the feeds. Being a cop is a public job, and I wanted to make sure I looked professional if I ever found myself at the narrow end of media scrutiny, but it’s so hot out right now I don’t give a shit about looking professional. As a matter of fact, I kinda wish I had a pair of shorts.

      The unit door seals behind me as I step out into the narrow, door-lined hallway and head out for a burger and a beer at Francesco’s up the street.

      Nothing’s going to happen. I can’t get into any trouble by just walking up the street.
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      The sun is blazing. Skyns run hot as it is, and the humidity’s so high the air feels wet. I’m already sweating in my thin shirt.

      Right now the Arctic chill doesn’t seem so bad.

      I hop in a Sküte and crank the AC while it ferries me three blocks up to the local burger shop. I stand in the window and watch the street as I eat. The meat in the burger’s red and juicy and obviously artificial, but it tastes great just the same. After months on the ice, eating anything warm and greasy is a welcome reminder of my former life out here.

      After lunch the warmth outside is oppressive, but still a novelty, so I decide to kill time with a walk, reacquaint myself with the city. It changes so quickly these days, entire neighborhoods transformed in the span of months, it’s impossible to keep up with it all. Brutalist housing blocks rebuilt as vertical farms. Stretches of suburban wasteland razed and refashioned into tiny, self-sufficient enclaves. Back to the little towns this place once was.

      No one will argue that as more and more people have gone digital, the pace of life hasn’t increased measurably. Although some people haven’t accepted it yet, the argument is over whether all the change is a blessing or proof humanity is hurtling toward collapse. It’s both. It’s a cycle, death and rebirth, and no matter whether you’re blessed or cursed, the other side is always approaching.
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