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0001



THE FIRST TIME IN WEEKS I SEE a SecOps NPC up close, I’m coming up on my daily thousand, my mind is long past numb from the repetition, and between that and the dehydration and the lack of sleep, I’m pretty sure I’m starting to hallucinate. Immediately I start second-guessing the figure in the distance, because what else can I do? Try to sprint over to it across a sea of mobs and wipe my thousand when I inevitably get pasted? That’s six hours of work, and I’m getting really thirsty. Besides, power curfew is approaching faster than my kill counter is climbing, and if it’s been weeks since a sighting, it’s been a month since I’ve actually made my thousand, and if there’s one thing I’m shit at letting go of, I’m staring down the barrel of it now.


The thing in the distance is another player, I tell myself, or some random unimportant NPC. Something in the scenery. Tired eyes playing tricks on me. There are upwards of fifty million people in-game at any given time. Be reasonable, Mal. Since when has getting your hopes up gotten you anywhere.


Except that this figure is glowing. Glowing in a very distinct way. A way that I usually see in other people’s streams, or much more distantly than this. The beacon rises off it, a column of light stabbing the sky, close enough that my pointer finger doesn’t eclipse it when held at arm’s length. It can’t be more than a quarter mile away.


From here I can’t see what’s at the base of that column of light, but I don’t need to. Only one kind of thing in-game throws beacons like that.


But if it’s what I think it is, there’d be a crowd swarming it. A couple hundred players easy. Trying to talk to it. Catching their glimpses. Streaming their footage. But there’s nobody here except mobs and me. And the figure in the distance and the light spiking up from it, and both of those things moving off, one slow, sure step at a time.


“Hey,” I call out, but whoever it is keeps walking, away and steadily, not so much as breaking stride. There’s a field of gunners and mechs and an entire three-ring shitshow between me and it. One by one these mobs would be no effort for me to kill, but all at once it’s another story. Which is, of course, the point of the thousand: it takes time. An ungodly lot of time.


Speaking of. Twenty minutes to power curfew, and my kill counter’s stalled at eight hundred eighty-seven while I’ve been standing here like an idiot. My health bar is flashing ominously, but I’m down to four heal patches, and I have to be smart. I allow myself exactly one second to stand and squint after the retreating figure, but either the graphics resolution or my eyes just aren’t that good. What’s floating above its head looks shorter than a regulation username. It’s a number. But which? There’s only one that’s going to make me cut bait on my thousand and brawl my way over there, no matter what stands in my way. One of twelve. The odds, again, are slim.


I just barely resist the urge to rub my eyes and risk accidentally dislodging a lens. Instead I slap a heal patch on an empty arm slot, reload, and battle my way up the landing strip, vaguely keeping note as the daily ticker climbs—eight hundred eighty-eight, eight hundred eighty-nine, eight hundred ninety—heading toward whoever it is I’ve seen, now receding in the distance.


I’m taking on bullets like a leaky boat takes on water, though, and my health is dropping fast. There might be heals on some of these corpses, but no time to loot them and see. Every second is a scramble. I need to duck behind something, just for a moment, to fix myself up. There’s nothing to duck behind. There’s nothing, period. The place is dead. Just the tarmac, and the purple sky, and what I fucking well hope is the remainder of my thousand, an untouched spawn from who knows how long ago.


I’ve never been out this way before, don’t know the lay of the land, and I’ve been low on supplies for days because I haven’t finished out a single thousand since I don’t even know when, and I’m not going to get the time to try again—really try, out here on my own, no stream, no viewers, no Jessa dragging me off on side quests and wild-goose chases and fuck knows what to amuse the audience—until late next week at best. It wouldn’t be the first time I lost a job because of chasing a thousand on someone else’s clock. Free time’s like free water, that rare.


It’s getting dark, and worse, my timer’s blinking: eighteen minutes to power curfew. If I don’t make it back to a save point before those eighteen minutes are up—if I get disconnected here, in this mess, surrounded as I am—not only is today a wash, but tomorrow’s not looking so great either. An uninterrupted loss streak like the one I’m looking at is a slippery slope straight to shutout city. No heals, no ammo, no credits to pay for more. And that’s not a possibility I’m exactly thrilled to entertain.


But for now I’ve got to stay alive just long enough to make my thousand, set myself up for climbing the boards tomorrow, and get the hell offline before the power cuts and strands me here.


I call up my last ten-second cloak, load another fresh clip, slap on another heal patch, hesitate, then chase it with a third, nearly the last in my bag. It’s getting dire. If you stood in my inventory right now and shouted, it would echo.


Even through the cloak I’m pulling aggro from all sides, and there are only three seconds left on the stupid thing anyway. Then the three seconds are up and the mobs pile onto me again and I have to blast my way free.


Single headshots when I’m lucky, multiple body shots when I’m not. Their health is dropping way too slow. Mine is having the opposite problem. I switch the blaster to auto and start strafing. It chews through my next-to-last clip, but at least they’re going down a little faster. Nine hundred thirty-two, nine hundred thirty-three, nine hundred thirty-four. I’m running on autopilot. If I wasn’t almost out of heals and ammo, I could do this in my sleep.


That thousand is my only ticket onto the boards, which is my only shot at something better than some middle-distance sighting, so I grit my teeth and keep grinding.


I blink at an empty corner of my visual field and pull up a chat window. Not overly concerned if I strike the proper half-joking-but-only-half tone when I project the message to Jessa: going to kill you when i get out of here


The reply pops up almost instantly: going that well, huh?


you said this place was safe. easy thousand, you said


i said it wasn’t a pvp zone. forgive me if i assumed you could aim


I resolve to let that slide. i thought i saw one of them out here


I’m not sure why I tell her, and I immediately regret that I have. Apparently six hours of mind-numbing grind can induce even my thought-to-text interface to make small talk. Any case, the beacon was way too far off to investigate in the next—I check the clock—eleven minutes before cutoff. Power curfew waits for no one, no matter what they saw or didn’t see.


This time the reply is instantaneous. wait, what? which one? where?


you know where i am, you sent me out here


I send over my coords. Back in real life my hand, curled around the invisible blaster, is starting to cramp. seriously though it was probably nothing By which I mean, of course, there’s no time, but Jessa wouldn’t buy that if I paid her.


it isn’t nothing, nycorix, she says, and I roll my eyes a little at her chronic insistence on using my in-game handle. you’re telling me you of all people don’t want to go over there and see who it is?


Like I haven’t thought of that. Like I’m not thinking it every second of every day I’m out here. Every time I see a beacon in the distance, its player crowd dense enough to spot a mile off, no chance of getting close and no real point in so doing, not really. Intellectually I know this. And yet. There’s no intellectually about why I’m still squinting after that retreating figure, trying to make out the number above its head.


I’m starting to kick myself pretty hard for bringing it up in the first place. Jessa’s great and I love her, but there’s a reason I came out here alone. it’s someone else, I tell her, willing the just drop it to come through in text.


A pause this time, which I realize is probably Jessa frantically checking the boards. Four years of being her roommate and teammate have endowed me with a pretty well-developed sense of what’s coming. i’m staying here and finishing this out, I say preemptively. tomorrow’s my only chance at the boards until my schedule calms down next week. i’m not wiping this thousand, jessa, i can’t


nobody asked you to, comes the reply, which I immediately flag as bullshit. ok, so i’m looking at the boards right now and none of them are out that way. not remotely that way This pause is very likely Jessa weighing her options. Sighing. Crinkling up the corners of her eyes the way she does when her internal monologue is steering her toward a bad decision. Or in this case, steering her toward steering me toward one. Even odds, most days.


seriously, I repeat, just to head off whatever I’m about to have to refuse, probably just my eyes crapping out on me, i’ve been out here all…


I trail off, defeated, when I realize a reply is already inbound. which one did it look like? i’m guessing not 22 or your ass would’ve run over there fast enough to leave scorch marks


I grit my virtual teeth and elect to choose my battles. too far away to tell


but if you had to guess. how tall was it, how did it move, what was it doing? come on nyx, give me something


just walking, I tell her. But Jessa would be more likely to drop this if it were glued to her hands, so I add, no way of knowing if it’s true, 02 or 21, maybe, just from the way it walked? But this is Jessa’s field of expertise, not mine. I’m pulling guesses from the air. In some fucked-up way I want it to be one of those two. Then I could finish out this thousand in peace, well outside of this what-if fuckery in which I find myself.


Seven minutes. Nine hundred ninety-two.


Only a few mobs left anywhere in sight. I only need a few, but these are way off in the distance in the absolute opposite direction from the beacon, because of course they are. I cast one last glance toward that glowing figure. Then I slam a fresh clip into the blaster as Jessa yammers away on the periphery.


were they with a player? that isn’t showing on the boards for either of them. i mean. not for any of them


I give my head a little irritated shake, like Jessa’s voice is a mosquito in my ear. Apart from three or four mobs in the distance, the airstrip is deserted, and no telling how long it takes these things to respawn in this playfield. My health has bottomed out low enough that my vision is starting to go red around the edges, and I can hear the bass line of my heartbeat in my ears.


It’s only when Jessa repeats the question that I make myself reply. not that i saw


reeeally


look, if it was earlier in the day i’d go check it out, but i gotta finish this up and get out of here before curfew


Another pause, and then: any chance it could’ve been 06? I can almost hear the fangirl fake-casual through the ten-point font. Like I have any room to talk.


like i said, I reply, marshalling my patience. A couple mobs are just about within blaster range, but barely enough that I waste half a clip trying to bring them down. Nine hundred ninety-three. Nine hundred ninety-four. Shot by precious shot I’m chipping away at the health bar of nine hundred ninety-five, but that one’s in body armor with regen shielding, and my blaster slugs are pinging off it like rain. it was probably nothing


but you definitely saw the beacon?


i saw a light. it could have been a flare, or… Over a shoulder, burning a second I don’t have, I glance back. No chance that’s a flare. No chance that’s anything but exactly what it is. Why did I even answer that much? I could have lied. I’m not streaming. She never would have known the difference.


but nyx. if it wasn’t nothing…


She doesn’t finish that thought and doesn’t need to. I know, down to the credit, down to the milliliter, what might be at stake here. If it’s one of them, and I’m the only one out here, and I haul ass over there and turn on the stream and get exclusive footage of whatever the fuck whoever the fuck that is is doing, by the numbers that’s worth way more than any thousand, any chance at the boards, or what that might earn me.


But I’m too far off now. I won’t make it back in time, not on foot and within licking distance of death as I am. I can’t afford to chase some what-if down some rabbit hole. Not today. Not when I’m so close to that stupid fucking thousand and a long stretch of free time tomorrow afternoon before my whole next slammed week starts.


Do the safe thing, I tell myself. Get the thousand and then stream your pathetic scrabble up the boards. The viewers love expressing their pity through company credits. It’s a few ounces of water you didn’t have before. Some noodles from the company store. Maybe even the good ones. Just walk away.


I want to listen to that rational part of my mind. I swear I do. But part of me keeps coming back to the time last year that Jessa and I bagged almost ten minutes of footage of 33 not even really doing anything interesting in particular, and that kept us in food and water for a week. I’ve heard about bigger scores, of course, like the one last month where chaoslogic topped the boards and took 42 on a two-day spree while being hunted across three dozen playfields by a zillion other players, all of them streaming the chase online. That guy and whoever took him down are going to be rolling in cash and company credits for a while.


It’s hard not to hear these things. It’s hard not to be tempted against what remains of your better nature.


And then there’s the little detail of 22. Out there, somewhere, complicating matters. The one-in-twelve chance it was his beacon I just turned my back on and walked away from. People beat odds worse than that all the time. The water lottery wouldn’t be raking in millions by the day if they didn’t.


That could be me and 22 on that two-day spree. It could be me and 22, period. If I make the thousand. If I climb the boards. If I get that top spot and my choice of the twelve.


Or. It could be 22 behind me, off in the weeds outside the airstrip with no one else in sight. Doing whatever the fuck he does in his free time, when players aren’t pointing and shooting him like the weapon that he is.


It’d be footage-worthy, yes, but I’d be lying if I said that was my foremost motivation here. If footage-worthy was my priority, I’d be hoping that was 06’s beacon, far and away the prevailing popular favorite.


No matter how hard I try to rationalize it, what this is is a personal project. There’s a time to pursue this kind of shit, and six kills to go on my thousand is not that time.


I suck it up and focus on drilling nine hundred ninety-five’s health bar down to the bedrock. Body armor. Why don’t I have body armor. Except I know why I don’t. It’s because I keep dicking around like this, wasting time weighing cold hard numbers against something much less, well, like I said. Intellectual.


Fuck it.


i don’t know what i saw, I tell Jessa, which is true. But deep down I know how this is going to play out. Maybe I can resist bait, but that’s never been Jessa’s strong suit.


yes, she replies, i’m getting that There comes a long pause, recognizable as Jessa’s lens interface calibrating. stay put, i’m coming to you


I flick a glance toward the timer and apply the last heal patch. It barely takes the edge off. Honestly, I could use the help. careful. five minutes to cutoff


i’m. coming. to you


well i’m on the move now but if you drop to the coords i sent you i’ll be


“—nearby,” I finish out loud as Jessa crashes to the airstrip like a meteor, not twenty yards away, close enough to shave a few precious points off my health bar. Worse, the concussion of Jessa’s impact deals the death blow to number nine hundred ninety-five before we get a chance to form an official team, so I get no credit for the kill. Outstanding.


I’m still taking low-key burn damage, and will for several seconds before the effect wears off. My health bar is running on fumes. I’m pretty much one gentle slap from death.


“Hey,” I yell in the direction of the crater, backpedaling from that wash of heat. “Goddamn it, Jessa, watch it.”


“Relax, I got you.” Sudden pinch as Jessa slides a heal syringe into my upper arm. Virtual or not, the implant knows its shit, and that needle stings. “But look, no real names in-game, I keep telling you.”


“Fine, QueenOfTheRaids,” I say, shivering as the heal syringe goes to work, the equal of half a dozen high-grade patches. The implant tells my nervous system that there’s top-shelf meds hitting my veins with delicious warmth. My vision begins to clear as the needle atomizes to voxels, and my health bar climbs. Still stuck at nine hundred ninety-four, though, and not so much as a lone infantry goon in sight. Four minutes.


Without a word, Jessa slides a second syringe into the pocket of my suit jacket. Familiar tiny ping as the syringe lands in my inventory. Tension drops from my shoulders. “Thanks.”


“I said I got you.” Jessa lifts her chin at the middle distance. “Lead on.”


“Wait wait wait. I got six left on my thousand. Help me first and then we go.”


“No chance. I just burned a suborbital drop getting to you. Do you know how long I’ve been holding on to that? Plus I just saved your ass. Those heals aren’t cheap.”


I consult my kill counter, like it will have budged spontaneously from six shy. I look at Jessa. She looks back at me, eyes gleaming silver. I do a double take before I can stop myself. “Are you streaming right now?”


“Of course I’m fucking streaming,” Jessa says. “What you think I’m out here for, a picnic? Say hi to Nycorix, guys!”


A pause, which was probably exactly that, but I don’t know, because I have them muted. Not that I’m about to tell Jessa that. “Hi,” I say.


Jessa leans in close to whisper. The illusion of privacy. “Look, we’ve got three minutes and change before they cut us off. I’ll make it up to you. Okay?”


Besides, it might be 22, she visibly chooses not to say. I have ground rules about what can and cannot be said on-stream, and this would top that list. It’s nobody’s fucking business, not even Jessa’s really, but you try living and working with the same person in the same room for four years and see how many secrets you manage to keep.


I sigh, which apparently stands in for an answer, because Jessa is already pulling her hoverbike out of inventory, already slinging a leg over it as it blinks into existence. She throws a glance back at me. “Then let’s go.”


I’m torn. All my rational thought is still clawing after that thousand and the chance it represents. But I don’t want to look like an asshole in front of our nineteen hundred subscribers, and asking Jessa to stop streaming would be like asking a hurricane to detour around your town. I’ve already got a reputation as the uptight one. No need to prove that point for them. Not when I can multitask my way out of this instead.


“Okay, but I’m driving. I’m going to try to run over a few more on the way.”


Jessa pulls a face but scoots back. “No scenic route.”


I raise my arms in a gesture at the blasted tarmac, now black with night, lit only by the smoking ruin of Jessa’s crater. “Do you see anything remotely resembling a scenic route.”


“I just hope you’re right about what you saw,” Jessa says, as if I’ve said I definitively saw anything, and I hammer down a little spike of irritation and goose the controls, and we’re off, skimming over the peaks and troughs of the half-melted landing strip like a skipped stone.


I take out nine hundred ninety-five as it respawns a few yards away from the edge of the crater, banking the bike hard right and straightening out just in time to run it down as it raises its blaster toward my face. It thunks under the platform and is lost. One down.


It’s almost fun this way. I should have thought of this ages ago.


We whir past Jessa’s crater and on into the dark.


“Near those buildings?” Jessa yells over the onrushing of slag-scented wind.


“Just past them,” I yell back. Then I spot a tiny cluster of mobs at maybe a hundred-yard diagonal from where I can just make out the thinnest silver needle of the beacon, meandering northeast. Jackpot. “Slight detour. Hold on.”


“Make it real real slight,” Jessa hollers. “Two minutes forty.”


“I see it.” I crank the hand controls and peel off eastward. When we’re within range, I draw the blaster, wrangling the bike left-handed.


Behind me, Jessa is busily spouting reassurances to the ether. “Nyx is just finishing up her thousand, guys, be right with you.”


“Four left,” I shout as an exosuit gunner drops to a lucky headshot. As that one falls, I light up the demolitions bot behind it. “Three.”


A message from Jessa pops up in the corner of my visual field. keep doing that crazy shit, they love it


you could be helping me shoot, you know


i didn’t want to team in the middle of a shootout? remember that time we did that and the game bugged out and wiped my progress on my thousand? you’re sooo close, it’s fine, you got this


Yeah. Sure I do. Two minutes.


I’ve got a good two hundred yards of straightaway in front of me, so I take my driving hand off the controls to prop the blaster on the bent elbow of that arm. As I take aim, the bike skids over something and unbalances, whipping in a full, loose, wobbling one-eighty. I miss my shot, wasting seconds as I wrestle the bike back around. I can’t see for shit now—it’s fully dark—so I pull up a minimap and start firing in the direction of the nearest enemy dots. I luck out, and my counter goes up by one.


Too slow. Behind me, Jessa’s clandestinely tugging on my sleeve.


just two left, I tell her.


no time


i need these last two


nyx there’s just. no. time. ok? we have people watching. we land this, it’s more important than your thousand and you know it


I think about chaoslogic and 42. By the end of that spree, he was streaming to over five million followers. By the end of that spree, he’d been hanging out with 42 for two days.


“More important to you, maybe,” I whisper aloud, because I know Jessa can’t hear me over the bike and the wind and the voices in her head. But there isn’t time for both this potential footage and my thousand anymore—there really isn’t. I rolled the dice on that one and I lost, and now it’s time for damage control.


As always, I shut my mouth and keep the peace. I holster the blaster, angle the bike toward a slot between buildings, and jam both controls forward.


It’s dark. So dark. The buildings we’re between now look like some kind of warehouses, and if the lights are on inside, they don’t make it through the windows. A crash would wipe us both, and then when the power comes back on tomorrow, we’ll respawn here. We’ve fought our way out of worse together, but the bike’s power cell is running low, my blaster is almost dry, and the syringe in my back pocket is the only worldly possession to my name. Unless Jessa has another power cell that I don’t know about, or we score some footage in the next two minutes that by some miracle earns us one, we’ll be slogging out of here on foot. We’ll—


“On your three!” Jessa shouts, and I snap out of it and turn my head fractionally to see. A glint of something to the northwest, a spire of light stabbing upward from the field beyond the airstrip, half a mile off, easy. You always forget how fast they can move until you’re tailing one. “Oh shit,” Jessa is breathing. “Oh shit. You guys see that? Ninety seconds, Nyx, you gotta punch it.”


I punch it. The hoverbike slingshots over the edge of the airstrip and into the weeds beyond. There’s some junk here mucking up any chance we had at clear terrain. The ruins of a building, maybe, or some dead mech rusting in the tall grass. Whatever it is, it’s annoying the hoverbike’s delicate calibrations. The whole platform wobbles like a spinning top that’s just been nudged.


Visibility is nil. Odds of a wipeout are escalating rapidly. But I race the clock toward that spike of light and, with thirty-six seconds left before cutoff, dump the bike into a skid that brings us within kissing distance of the figure’s boots.


Jessa doesn’t even seem to care that I’ve just dumped her bike, or that the power cell is now screeching angrily as the calibration systems try to get a grip on empty air, or that a third of her health bar has vaporized in the fall, and we have no back door out of this shitshow. She’s scrambling up and tilting her silver eyes right into the glowing figure’s face. “Guys,” she’s hissing. “Guys, you’re not going to believe this. Look who we found.”


It isn’t, I tell myself, it isn’t, it isn’t. Hoping that what I see when I look up from the controls will prove me wrong.


It doesn’t.


It’s a young woman in a dark uniform, brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. On her face is an expression of vague bemusement. The number 28 floats above her head in the place where a name would be if she were a player character or a standard NPC. Below that her health bar is full and so red it’s almost black. I realize that she hasn’t just been aimlessly walking, she’s been reading meanwhile. Some comic book she must have picked up in one of the in-game vendors, or else, more likely, some player must have given to her for laughs. She pockets it without taking her eyes off us. I only catch the barest glimpse of the cover before the book vanishes into her inventory: several figures on a city street, their backs to me, facing down the vanishing point between two buildings and an unrealistically large mech emerging there. One of those figures is probably her.


28’s eyes track back and forth between Jessa and me and the wreck of the hoverbike, and that is the only part of her that moves. Then she huffs out an amused little breath and leans in like she’s going to tell me a secret. Jessa hustles out of the way and shoves me into her spot, eyes wide like that’ll give our subscribers a better view of whatever comes next.


I spare a glance for the timer. Nine seconds. Eight. Seven. I look up into the amused set of 28’s mouth, 28’s single raised eyebrow.


“Someone should really teach you how to drive that thing,” 28 says with cool derision, and I open my mouth to say something probably extremely ill-advised, but the cutoff alarm trills and everything goes dark.










0002



WHAT I REALLY WANT IS TO RIP the blackout mask off my face, fling it across the room, and lie here in my bunk in the dark in this murderous mood until sleep takes me. But I can’t afford a new mask if mine goes missing, and I really can’t afford to miss my place in the water line, and I need to find Jessa at some point so we can strategize how the hell we’re going to get off that airstrip and back to civilization when the power comes back on.


Besides, some of the other bunks are occupied. Tegan’s, Talya’s, Jackson’s. I can see their still shapes in the moonlight across the room. Maybe people below me too. I’m in no mood to talk to anyone, and if I walk past them, they’ll start asking how I did today, if I squeaked my thousand in before cutoff, whether I finally made the boards, and so on, and I’d really rather stay right here. Two seconds of shitty footage of 28 might net us a few more subscribers, a few more credits dropped into our accounts, but it isn’t what I burned an entire evening for.


THANK YOU FOR DOING YOUR PART TO CONSERVE ENERGY, the display is flashing. It’s the last thing it’ll show me until the power curfew lifts in the morning. WE APOLOGIZE FOR ANY INCONVENIENCE. SEE YOU SOON!


So I put the mask away on the shelf, glance at the wall clock—the water line doesn’t even open for another forty minutes yet, the cutoff ran early today—and lie there a moment in the comparative silence, mentally replaying what Jessa and I just did, or failed to do. Trying not to think about what might have happened if I’d cut my losses on the thousand just a few minutes sooner. Pursued that beacon when there was still time to get enough footage to be valuable. Here’s the thing. 28 is a massive pain in the ass to find. She’s easily in the top five for staying out of sight when she wants to, and arguably top three. Just now, out on that airstrip, I was the only fucking one there. I could have been streaming 28—exclusively, lucratively streaming her—for nearly twenty minutes.


Or I could have made my thousand and had a chance at the boards tomorrow. Like I’d come out there for in the first place. Instead I split the difference and managed to accomplish jack shit. For a reason that I fully realize makes zero sense to Jessa, or our viewers, or anyone but me.


And now I’m stuck until curfew lifts in the morning, and then it’s off to work, and even if I make a thousand tomorrow, I have no chance to climb the boards before the grace period expires.


I know there are people who manage to sidestep power curfew. On the surface it’s easy: you just figure out which neighborhoods go offline when, and you bounce back and forth staying ahead of the blackouts. But I don’t have that information or the credits to make use of it. I can’t even afford a hoverbike in-game, what chance do you think I have of one out of it?


I’m so thirsty. So, so thirsty. Hungry too, but that’s a dull ache compared to the ashen wasteland of my mouth, the pounding behind my eyes.


I’m too tired to be properly angry, but that’s there too. I lost my thousand. I haven’t made a thousand since last month. And now my chance of climbing the boards tomorrow is shot. Instead I get to spend the afternoon trying to get out of that field where the game dropped us. Briefly I entertain the idea of letting something kill me out there, respawning at a save in the city proper, but nobody’s going to sponsor our stream, Jessa’s and mine, if we start taking the easy way out. It’s just not interesting enough to watch, let alone pay for.


We fight our way out, though, me with my one heal and Jessa with her busted bike, dragging ass those overland miles back to the city? That’s drama, and drama sells. It beats working the plastic digesters, anyway, or getting caught up in a blood-donor loop the way Allie did last year.


Small noises around the room as the others peel their masks off and climb out of their bunks. I close my eyes and pretend I’m taking a quick nap before heading down to the water line. One by one, they take their turn in the bathroom, collect their cups and bottles, put on their coats—an hour past power curfew in this weather, it gets like a refrigerator in here, especially down in the lobby—and leave, talking quietly among themselves.


Suresh pokes his head into my bunk. “Hey. Mal. You awake?”


For a second I consider doubling down on my fake sleep, but it’s Jessa I’m annoyed with, or the game, or myself, and Jessa must have scooted off to the company store or wherever while I lay here pouting with my mask on like an asshole, and annoyance with myself is kind of my baseline. I open my eyes. “No,” I say.


“I can see that,” he says. “Well, if you feel like doing some sleepwalking, we’re headed down to get early spots in the water line. They ran out yesterday, and I only got half ration.”


I make a face. “Again?”


“Third time this month. I think it’s a ploy to get us down there to buy shit in the company store while we wait for the line to open.” Six floors up from the water line, he still says that part quietly. You don’t usually see the water-line guards pull their guns on anyone, but then again, when they do, you can never quite tell the reason.


Just in case, I force a laugh, like I think for one second he was joking. “Well, don’t wait for me. I’ll meet you guys down there in a minute. Thanks for the heads-up, though.”


“Yeah,” he says, and leaves me alone in the dark.


Jessa’s messaging me again, this time on the local channel and whatever power’s left in her emergency backup battery, just tiptoeing around the razor edge of curfew violation. I’ll deal with her in a bit. For now I pretend not to notice. I roll my head sideways toward the stack of bunks that goes: her on top bunk, then Keisha in the middle, then Jackson on the bottom. Jessa’s bunk is empty, all her collector crap staring sightlessly back at me in the moonlight as if it’s giving me both middle fingers and an I-told-you-so on her behalf.


Really, it’s amazing how much kitsch she can cram into her regulation ninety-six cubic feet of personal space between her mattress and the ceiling. She’s got posters on top of posters: 08 with 21, 05 with 11, 06 with 22, 28 alone, and so on, and then one with all twelve of them posed together, the living and the dead. She’s got printouts of news headlines. She’s got action figures stacked two deep on her little plastic shelf. She’s got promo soda bottles and coffee cups and cereal boxes, and enough keychains and statuettes and god knows what that she could make a good-sized shrapnel bomb. She’s got stickers plastered pretty much anywhere you might have otherwise glimpsed a wall or part of her bedframe through this forest of stuff, the jacket draped over her top-bunk footboard is encrusted in patches and buttons so thick it’s like she’s wearing armor when she puts it on, and she used to have a no-shit actual body pillow of 08, but that disappeared a while ago, either because someone stole it or sold it (likely), or she sold it (less likely) or threw it out (which I would personally bet my life against). She’s even got this ridiculously detailed 1:6 model of 33 on a Parallax Instigator that’s the newer, sexier real-life version of Jessa’s hoverbike in-game. It’s not even a smart model, just regular plastic, but it’s got to be worth something anyway, because 33 has been dead in the ground since November ’29, and the way Jessa tells it, she’s been lugging this thing around with her from settlement to settlement since she was younger than 33 had been when he died. It’s a miracle nobody’s walked off with it by now.


28 locks eyes with me from the ensemble poster. It doesn’t help that this particular poster was made in such a way that all their eyes literally follow you back and forth across a room. Normally I tune it out, but today, in the blue of the moonlight, it’s getting under my skin a little. The look of contempt in 28’s eyes is too much like the one she gave me in the weeds outside the airstrip when I dumped Jessa’s bike at her feet.


“I lost my thousand because of you,” I inform her. The moonlight ripples under thin cloud cover, doing weird things to her face. I don’t let myself look at 22.


Whatever. Right now I have thirty-seven minutes until the water line opens, and it wouldn’t kill me to have at least some faint idea of how I’m getting back to in-game civilization after work tomorrow. Jessa and I could pool our resources and replace the bike’s power cell, or get a stack of heals and speed boosts and slog out of there on foot. We could—


The door crashes open in the dark. I shoot upright, startled, but I know it’s Jessa because she’s already running her mouth a mile a minute. She’s out of breath. I can barely make out what she’s saying. She clicks off her solar headlamp and flops down in the room’s one chair.


“Breathe,” I tell her. “What, you run a marathon before coming here?”


“I was up on the roof,” she gasps. “In the greenhouses. My turn to grab the room’s produce ration. Here.” She tosses me something, and I catch it. It’s a quarter of a lemon, wrapped in plastic. I’ve read that a hundred years ago, scurvy was mostly an extinct disease in this part of the world. Maybe that’s true and maybe it isn’t, but here and now, 2134 in New Liberty, this quarter lemon is all I get for a week, and you’d better believe I’ll be licking that plastic wrap clean.


“Thanks,” I tell her. “I’ll just squeeze this into all the water I don’t have.”


She looks genuinely confused.


“What?” I ask.


“What yourself,” she says. “Did you not notice—oh. You had them on mute again.”


“I was trying to concentrate.”


“You didn’t get my messages a few minutes ago?”


This is easier to deflect than answer honestly. “What’d I miss?”


She doesn’t reply. She just gets up and walks into the bathroom. There’s no light in there at all because there’s no window, but I can hear the distinctive beep of a water account being swiped at the sink, then the exquisite angelic choir that’s a faucet being turned on at full blast.


If there’s a sound in the world that can get me out of bed fast enough I almost trip over my own feet, that’s evidently it. Jessa meets me in the doorway, holding out a much-reused collapsible silicone water bottle, full to the brim. I blink at it a moment, unsure it’s entirely real. Jessa guides it up toward my mouth, and I drink and drink until it’s empty.


I don’t even know what to say. I look the question at Jessa, but she just grins back at me.


“Water line comes to us today,” she says. “Check it out.”


I narrow my eyes at her, but then I go over to the sink and press my thumbprint to the scanner. GOOD EVENING, MALLORY, the display reads. REMAINING ACCOUNT BALANCE: 25.325 GALLONS


This can’t be right. That .325 gallon was my emergency stash, what little I’ve been trying to scrape back and save from each daily ration for pretty much ever.


The twenty-five gallons on top of that is new.


I’ve never had twenty-five gallons in my account at once. I’ve never had more than five gallons in my account at once. There is no way our subscribers donated that much. Our best single day’s haul was last summer when we ran into 38 and 02 playing chess in the park for the three and a half minutes it took 38 to lose, rip the table out of its concrete footing, and hurl it into a storefront across the street. Even that topped out around a gallon. Nobody has that much water to just give away. And if they do, they don’t pay streamers with it, they pay in credits or cash. At least in my admittedly limited experience.


Alarms in the back of my mind begin to ping. It’s too good to be true, they’re saying. There are strings attached. You just can’t see them yet.


I realize I’m still standing in front of the sink display, like it’ll start making sense if I just stare at it long enough. “Jessa,” I say, “what did you do?”


“What did I do? You’re the one who found 28 and beat the cutoff to get us there. I just turned on the stream.” She grabs me and gives me a little shake. “Cheer up, will you? This is the best news we’ve had in months.”


“You got twenty-five gallons too?” I ask, because my brain is going a mile a minute, but my mouth can’t figure out a better question to frame.


“Sure did,” she says. “And that’s just the down payment. We start getting regular payments after we meet with the sponsor tomorrow. Which you would have known if you ever read your messages.”


I’m barely listening to the I-told-you-so part of this. The alarms in the back of my mind are getting louder.


“Down payment,” I say slowly, “for what?”


“Check your messages!” she calls out, halfway to the door. “I got some debts I need to repay before I spend all this by accident! I am going to take such a shower—”


“No, you need to tell me what’s going on.” I get between her and the door and lean against it, folding my arms. “This—” raising my chin toward the sink, where the display has finally timed out and blinked off—“looks like bait. Meet with the sponsor? What sponsor?”


“I don’t know,” she says. “They didn’t say much. They said they wanted to congratulate us in person. Noon tomorrow. They’re going to come pick us up.”


“And that doesn’t sound like a trap to you?”


“It sounds like twenty-five gallons down,” she says, “and another five per week. Each.”


“Per week? To do what?”


“You really shouldn’t put people on mute,” she says primly. “It’s rude.”


“And congratulate us why exactly? For doing our job? Why in person? Why can’t they just message us like a normal sponsor? Why are they paying in water and not cash? Is this some creeper shit? Because if you got me into some creeper shit—”


Jessa makes a face like I just spat in her coffee. “The fuck? No. It’s a sponsor, Mal. An actual sponsor like the big streams get all the time. This is a good thing. This is the break we’ve been waiting for.” A pause, and then, because apparently she hasn’t belabored this point to her satisfaction: “You could have asked them all this yourself if you hadn’t—”


I take a deep breath, let it out pointedly slowly. She mistakes my silence for invitation.


“It’s five gallons a week, Mal,” she says. “It’s the best sponsor we’ve ever had. By, like—” a nervy little laugh escapes her—“a considerable margin. In case you forgot, our entire business model is built on sponsors. This is how it’s supposed to work. Do you think WhisperWalker would be living up there somewhere in orbit right now if he chased his sponsors away at the starting line? Do you think Ecclectricity and Anachronista would—”


Thunking commotion behind me as someone tries the door and fails. Jessa freezes.


“Guys, let us in,” comes Tegan’s voice from the hall. “I’m going to spill this.”


Say nothing, Jessa mouths at me. I give her a do-you-even-know-me look over my shoulder as I turn to open the door.


It’s Tegan and Talya, carrying their daily water ration two-handed in old disposable plastic cups with their names written in black marker on the sides. Not that it will end up mattering. One of them will swipe sips from the other’s water, just like always, and there’ll be drama and screaming and possibly a fistfight in somebody’s bunk. The most melodrama that happens in this whole room, nine people crammed into a fourteen-by-fourteen-foot space, happens between the two of them, and for basically any reason you can think of. Then again, none of the rest of us are related, so maybe that explains it.


“Hey,” Jessa tells them, brushing past on her way out into the hall. Off to pay those debts to whoever, I guess. I don’t ask, and she doesn’t volunteer the information.


I leave too but go the other way. Down six flights of stairs to what was once the lobby when this place used to be a hotel. I’m going to hit the water line before it closes up for the night. Sure, there’s twenty-five gallons in my account today, but you can’t just look at now, you have to look ahead. You have to be careful and calculating. You have to play the long game. As much as I want to, I can’t bring myself to share Jessa’s optimism. As far as I can tell, no good thing lasts forever, and there are always plenty of bad things waiting to take its place.
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MY ALARM GOES OFF AT SIX THE next morning. For a moment I leave my eyes shut and enjoy it. I have it set to Woodland Serenity, so whatever I’ve been dreaming changes over to this huge redwood forest that I’m walking through, and all these birds are singing and the sun is rising in the distance between massive trees. It’s peaceful if you don’t think about it too long, about how the forest it’s based on is gone, and most of California with it. Here, now, in this crappy endless winter, it’s a nice enough way to wake up.


Usually at this point I stay in bed for half an hour or so, pull on the blackout mask, and try to put a dent in my thousand before I have to get ready for work. But today I’m waiting for Jessa, because I’m not going to make it out of that playfield on my own with a dead blaster and one heal. And even if I wanted to stay in bed, my bladder has other ideas. All that water I drank last night.


All that water.


I’m wide awake now. I kill the alarm and check my messages since the power’s back on. There’s the daily public safety announcement: PHASE YELLOW—NO IMMEDIATE THREAT—EXERT CAUTION—ENJOY YOUR DAY, which is exactly what I need to see, because I work outside today, and I’m down to my last two masks. I make a note to pick up more downstairs and delete the announcement.


Next is a whole wall of messages from Jessa, dated to last night, which I ignore. Trying to rope me into conversation on the stream, probably, in tones of increasing outrage. I’m sure I’ll be hearing from her any minute now, live and in person, so I slide all those into the trash along with the PSA.


I poke my head real quick into BestLife. Not to play—I don’t dare log Nycorix back in to that death trap on her own, not without QueenOfTheRaids there tanking—just to see what our followers have given us for last night’s session. There’s a little gift box icon in the corner of the lobby screen, which I always take a moment to savor before opening. This usually turns out to be the best part of my day, and I want to make it last.


Today there’s a tidy pile of stuff, none of it amazing, but it all adds up. I open the items one by one, glancing at the little notes people left with them. gg tnite nyx and don’t die out there! and it is my fondest hope that this token aids you in your journey and so on. There’s a little cash, a little more company credit. A few ounces of water. I swipe all that over to my account and then check out the in-game items.


“Come on, power cell,” I whisper, like I can summon one by force of will alone. “Power cell power cell power cell.” Though I know it’s not going to happen.


There’s some ammo for my blaster, though, and a bunch of low- to mid-grade heal patches. A helmet that’s the next level up from the one I’ve got on now. A shimmering, blue-black, crow-colored cape that does nothing whatsoever except look cool, which I am absolutely going to put on the exact second I log in. Some kind of shitty mesh boob-armor thing that I toss directly on the market because no.


No power cell for the hoverbike. Unsurprising. This last one cost us thirty thousand credits, and while there are plenty of streamers out there who would happily blow their noses on thirty thousand credits, Jessa and I are not among them. If they’re top shelf, we’re maybe two shelves from the ground. So it looks like we’re on foot today.


On the bright side, if we get our asses handed to us out there, people might give us more stuff. I never know why that happens, whether it’s that they want to help us out or that our suffering is quality entertainment worth paying for, but it happens.


For now I close the game and climb down out of bed, careful not to wake Allie and Suresh in the bunks below. I grab my clothes and stumble into the bathroom to pee and get dressed as quietly as the quickprint jumpsuit fabric allows.


The sight of the sink stops me in my tracks. I didn’t dream what happened yesterday, I’m upwards of ninety-five percent sure of it. The fullness of my bladder a minute ago, if nothing else, is proof. Still, it could have been some sort of elaborate prank. From somewhere, ancient stories pop into my head. Gold turning to leaves in your pockets overnight. I press my thumb to the scanner.


GOOD MORNING, MALLORY. REMAINING ACCOUNT BALANCE: 20.885 GALLONS. Then the company mascot pops up on the display, cartoonishly eyeing me with gentle reprehension. IT LOOKS LIKE YOU’VE BEEN USING MORE WATER THAN USUAL, MALLORY. REMEMBER: STELLAXIS INNOVATIONS WELLSPRING™ WATER DISTRIBUTION PROGRAM SAVES LIVES, BUT WE ALL HAVE TO DO OUR PART TO CONSERVE THIS PRECIOUS RESOURCE!


I wait for it to clear, then scan again. Same result.


Last night, when I got to the water line, they were already on their last barrel and put up the cordon right behind me. One of the guards came around from the distribution side to man the cordon with his semiautomatic, facing backward toward the remainder of the line. I glanced over a shoulder. There were still seven people behind me holding their empty cups and bottles, and they all looked just as thirsty as I’d felt before Jessa had handed me that bottle. So I got out of line, gave the person behind me my spot, swiped a half gallon over to the accounts of each of the other six, and left without saying anything. Then I came back and washed my face and hair in the sink—really washed them, with soap and shampoo and hot water, like I haven’t done in the better part of a year—and filled up another bottle at the sink and drank it slowly, sitting on the floor with the door locked. I didn’t even care that it tasted like purification chemicals, or that it left my face papery and dry. It was water and it was mine.


Almost twenty-one gallons left. After all that. It’s not that the math doesn’t add up. It’s just… the kind of thing you hear about happening to other people.


In the background, part of my brain’s already scheming. This, plus five gallons a week as long as this mystery job lasts. If I’m careful, and add my daily ration to it, and don’t do anything stupid, I won’t have to pay for water, at least not to the tune of somewhere north of forty percent of my income, the way it is now. Some for laundry, maybe, and showers, and my share of the gardening water, but I’d have more than usual to drink. I could cut back on my jobs, make enough to pay for food and my space in the room, leave more time for the game. Get my thousand. Make the boards. Maybe even start to climb them. Any and then beyond that is the worst kind of self-indulgent daydreaming, therefore unproductive. First things first.


I sneak out of the bathroom past the sleeping bodies, shrug on my coat, shoulder my backpack, and close the heavy door quietly behind me. The elevators haven’t worked the whole four years I’ve lived here, so it’s six flights down, just like always. I cut across the lobby, trying not to trip over the holes in the carpet, and on into the company store, which still has the CONFERENCE ROOM C plaque up by the door, just below the stars-and-arrow Stellaxis Innovations logo rendered in slowly rotating holo. I guess the company left it there to look retro. Above the door itself is more retro, neon this time, letters the size of my head: COMFORTS OF HOME.


The store’s almost deserted this early in the morning. Just a brisk-looking woman selecting a donut, a couple of teenagers with obvious hangovers arguing over what painkiller to buy, and a man eating from a bag of chips as he walks it past the checkout scanner.


I weave my way among winter coats, designer sunglasses and sneakers, plastic water bottles, candy bars, lens-cleaning kits, a whole shelf of dry shampoo and another of disposable face wipes, toilet paper, multivitamin tabs, batteries, makeup, a display of Stellaxis SecOps action figures, a self-serve ten-flavor soda dispenser, and so on. Your basic company store.


This one’s out of filtration masks, because of course it is. I make a note to check again tomorrow, and wander over to park myself in front of the coffee machine.


I fill up a medium, dump three sweeteners in the cup, buy a four-hour energy bar, and head out into the street, where the wind hits me like a cheese grater to the face. My coffee has gone cold before I so much as get it down the front steps onto the sidewalk. I finish it anyway—water’s water—then get my bike out of storage and head to my first job of the day.


Like pretty much everyone I know, I have a bunch of different little jobs, some of which pay in cash or credit, some in water, some in random barter. I’ve had as many as seven at once, but right now I’m holding down four. The game is the most time-consuming one, obviously, but I don’t even know anyone who can maintain their expenses on one job alone. Last I heard, Tegan was juggling eight.


So my other jobs right now are: I switch off days with Talya walking dogs. And Tegan and Suresh and Jackson and I shovel snow for people who still live in actual houses. Then on my own I’ve got this thing I’ve been trying for a few months where I add yeast to soda to turn it into something like beer for barter with other people in the hotel. I just threw out my third failed batch, but it’s not like soda costs much of anything, so I’ll probably try again someday. My bottles share windowsill space with everybody’s solar chargers and Keisha’s sprouting jars.


Today I’m walking two dogs for the Carvalho family, who live in the old high school near the park. It’s cold, but the dogs are friendly, and it’s a hell of a lot better than a job that keeps you cooped up inside all day. All those office jobs they have down in the city? Sitting at a desk for eight-plus hours? I’d be climbing the walls.


Jessa hates living in old town, but I like it. Whatever town this used to be, forty–fifty years ago before it was abandoned and they built New Liberty City on top of it, is cute in an old-timey kind of way. Sure, living in a hundred-year-old hotel can be loud and crowded and annoying, but it’s safe. There’s no fighting in the streets, no air strikes, no bombed-out buildings. Old town is neutral territory. Most days I don’t even need a filter mask to go outside.


I get to the school quickly, lock up my bike, and let myself into the Carvalho family’s room. They’re off at work, as usual, so I gather up the dogs and walk them around the back field of the school. I’m not supposed to let them off-leash because of all the tents and garden plots and little kids running around, so I just take them to where there’s the remains of an oval track and jog them for a few laps, my mind busily gnawing away on the mystery of whatever Jessa’s gotten us into with this new sponsor. The sun is just coming up, not even pretending to take the edge off the cold.


I’m a little over halfway through my paid hour when Jessa calls.


“Change of plans,” she says without so much as a hello. She sounds like she’s been awake for about thirty seconds. “They want to meet with us as soon as possible. Where are you?”


I’m too tired for sarcasm. “I’m at work,” I tell her. “Just like I am literally every other weekday at this time.”


“Well, get your ass back here. They’re sending a car for us. Don’t make them wait.”


“Don’t you think we kind of need to get out of that field before we start streaming for big sponsors? We’re not going to look super impressive if we get our asses handed to us on—”


“We’re not going to have big sponsors if we piss them off, so get a move on.”


I open my mouth to reply, but CALL ENDED is flashing across my field of vision. I blink it away and sigh. “Sorry, guys,” I tell the dogs. “I’ll make it up to you next time.”


As I run them back toward the rear doors of the school, it occurs to me that this is the same thing Jessa told me yesterday. I hope I’m more convincing.





THE CAR IS waiting when I get back, idling by the sidewalk, Jessa making hurry-up eyes at me through the rear window while I walk my bike around to the lockup. It’s a battered old electric car done over at least twice in flaking suntouch paint, for all the good it’s doing in this weather. The sun hasn’t come out in days. The fact that they’ve left the car running on last week’s battery charge suggests extravagance, probably deliberate. It’s at odds with the general condition of the car itself. It looks like somebody’s DIY project. For all I know, it is.


Jessa reaches across the back seat and opens the door for me. I realize why when I get in and see there’s no driver. For such an ancient-looking car, this is faintly surprising.


I settle in, trying to calm my nerves. The car’s interior is aggressively nondescript. Like it’s been expressly calibrated to make it impossible to remember in a witness deposition. Which does wonders for my mood.


“Please fasten your seatbelt,” the car tells me, and once I do, it takes off at exactly the speed limit. “Would you like music?”


“No thank you,” Jessa says. Then, quieter, to me: “It’s just a meeting. Sponsors meet with players all the time. You know this.”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“You were thinking it.”


I don’t seem to have anything to say to that, so several minutes of silence ensue, both of us looking out our windows. The car pulls out onto the highway and through an underpass, then on past the old mall. People still live there, although it’s older than our hotel, and one whole wing of it has totally collapsed, and there’s a sinkhole in the parking lot that’s visible even from three lanes away at high speed. People live in the lot, too, of course, in tents and lean-tos and campers and cars, just like in the back field of the high school and the old supermarket’s parking lot and anywhere the ground is reasonably open and levelish and not too prone to floods big enough to make the news.


Like the hotel, the mall has no name anymore. Nobody knows if the signs just broke or vanished with age, or if Stellaxis had them removed when old town was turned into housing and they didn’t want any other brand names appearing on their turf. Probably that.


Jessa and I exchange a look as we whip past the mall and away. We’re maybe eight miles from the hotel, and I’m officially the farthest I’ve been from old town since I came out of the camps and got relocated there four years ago.


Maybe five miles after the mall we start slowing down. Traffic’s backed up ahead of us. I see the party lights of cop cars, the gigantic silver-black lump of a roller mech. A checkpoint.


A little noise comes out of Jessa, and she immediately starts twisting around in her seat to get a clear view. “They’re not going to post any SecOps out here in the middle of the road,” I tell her, although they’ve certainly done weirder. “It’d be a—” I dredge my memory for the newsfeed phrase—“a disproportionate response.”


“They sent 33 and 38 to sit on the checkpoint out by the Monument that one time,” she replies.


“Yeah, and 33 and 38 are dead now,” I say, as if there’s an existing crumb of SecOps trivia on which Jessa needs reminding. “They’re not getting sent anywhere.”


Jessa isn’t listening or doesn’t care. She rolls down her window to crane her neck, but right then the potential reality of the situation hits me, and I reach across her to roll it back up. “The air might not be safe,” I hiss at her. “This thing is driving us into a war zone, Jessa.”


I mash my sleeve against my nose and mouth like it’s any kind of filter. With my free hand I dig the last two masks out of my backpack, pass one to Jessa, slip the other over my face.


Waiting for the smart paper to adhere to the shape of my mouth and nose, on full alert for whatever might have already come through the windows and landed in my lungs. The soldiers at the checkpoint ahead are in full filtration gear, but I have no idea if that’s just checkpoint regulation or if there’s an active crisis. Up until now one hundred percent of my checkpoint experience has been from watching news feeds, and one hundred percent of my airborne-chemical-agent experience has been from reading the daily safety announcements and staying inside until the warnings are lifted.


It could be paralytics, it could be hallucinogens, it could be interface scramblers, it could be anything. I strain my senses for vanguard symptoms but come up empty-handed. No tightness in my throat, no warbly feeling behind my eyes, no pins and needles in my scalp, no phantom tastes in my mouth, and my lenses are still online. And there are no public safety warnings flashing on my display.


Which just means it could be something new. Something so new that its clinical presentation doesn’t yet trigger an announcement. But I feel fine. Not take-the-mask-off fine, more like barely-avoid-the-inevitable-panic-attack fine, and that’s fine enough for now.


Jessa, to my horror, hasn’t put her mask on. She’s twirling it on one finger, watching me with one raised eyebrow. “You finished?”


“What?”


She rolls her eyes. Rather than deign to reply out loud, my inbox chimes as she forwards me the realtime air quality location tracker so I can lay eyes on the all-clear for myself. “Have a little faith in people, Mal, god.”


Okay, fine. Point taken. “Sorry,” I say. “It’s just… this is kind of a lot.”


“Right? Tell you what. If you get killed out here, you have my permission to haunt me. And, like, I mean, really fuck with me. Go nuts. Make the walls bleed.”


Under the mask, my mouth quirks up a little. “Noted.”


But we’ve reached the checkpoint by now, and we both shut up fast and do our best to look like people who know exactly where they’re going and exactly what they’re planning to do when they get there. Wherever we’re going, whoever we’re meeting with, whatever we’re supposed to do, I’ll take my chances with it over an interrogation cell any day. They’ve got one over by the roller mech, a pop-up prefab gumdrop shape with the Stellaxis logo on the side and a sentry posted at the door. The faint screams I think I hear are probably just in my head.


We roll through the scanner field at walking speed and then stop while a soldier analyzes the readout and another soldier inspects us through the windows. I do my best to look bored. Jessa is attempting the same, though it lasts about three seconds before she’s twisting around to stare some more, like she really thinks she stands any chance of spotting 06 or 21 or whoever out here scanning traffic at the ass crack of dawn. I try to ignore how nervous she’s making me. “You look like a tourist,” I mutter at her.


“Well, we kind of are,” she replies.


I guess they’re used to this kind of thing, because nobody flags it as suspicious, at least not visibly. Almost immediately there’s a soldier waving us on. The car speeds up and joins the stream of traffic exiting the scanner fields in other lanes, and within a mile we’re in among the glass and steel and concrete of New Liberty City. It spreads around us exponentially like something unfolding.


If we might have looked like tourists before, we probably definitely do now. We both used to live here, of course, just like Tegan and Talya and Suresh and Jackson and Keisha and Allie and Ryan, and everyone else in the hotel and the mall and all the schools, all throughout old town. But it was so long ago most of us don’t remember. Or if we do, we remember the idea of the city more than the real thing. The version that’s on the newsfeeds and the entertainment feeds and in the movies. And, of course, in the game.


The real thing looks both shinier and dirtier, bigger and smaller, safer and more dangerous, realer and more fake. Which of course makes no sense. But I can tell from Jessa’s face that she’s thinking pretty much the same thing.


Weird to think how we used to live here with families like normal city people, before our families died in the war, one way or another, and we were relocated from camp to camp until we washed up in old town. I haven’t seen my family since I was eight. That’s twelve years ago. Of course, I’m not supposed to think sad things about the war dead. I’m supposed to think about how they died for free trade and liberty and American values, like they stood on the front line themselves and laid down suppressive fire on the enemy.


Except they didn’t die fighting. They died halfway through Friday pizza dinner because somebody’s smart bomb wasn’t as smart as they thought. I’m only here in this car in one piece because my parents took the ninety-second warning the proximity alert gave them and spent it tossing me in the bathtub with a blanket and a bottle of water and some granola bars and my favorite stuffed dog and then piled in on top of me and told me bad jokes to keep me from crying.


I don’t even remember my mom’s face that clearly, but I remember the last joke she told:


Why don’t you ever see elephants hiding in trees?


Because they’re really good at it.


And I remember the sound of that bomb. It came down on us like something singing. Like a bird. It took the rescue team two days to find me, and that sound stayed trapped in my head that whole time, echoing.


Sometimes I wonder where all our dead families are buried. Somehow I can’t picture a graveyard here, not like the one near the diner in old town, with the moss on the gravestones and those huge, ancient trees.


Not that we all had bodies to bury. Keisha’s family was vaporized in a nano strike. Suresh’s grandmother caught a resonance grenade at a protest and was reduced to a puddle of sludge inside a minute. Tegan and Talya’s parents were crushed like mine, but in the lobby of their building, with three hundred apartments landing on top of them. It’s only because Tegan and Talya were out playing on the sidewalk that they survived.


My mom didn’t even have time to tell me that punchline herself. I came across the same joke one time by accident, years later, somewhere online.





ONCE UPON A time I guess there was a government that did things. Once upon a time it had its own military, took care of the country’s infrastructure, education, that kind of thing. I wonder if the government would have fought the war the way the corporations do. I wonder if it would have been more careful.


Once upon a time there were lots of corporations. Hundreds. Thousands, maybe, I don’t know. Once upon a time the government decided to give fifty-one of the biggest corporations control of the fifty-one states there used to be. They just auctioned them off, the way Jessa auctions off her duplicate SecOps merch online. But the corporations merged with each other and bought each other out and took each other over, and when they did, they took control of those corporations’ states at the same time.


Once upon a time Stellaxis Innovations didn’t control upwards of ninety percent of the country’s water. Once upon a time Greenleaf Industries didn’t control upwards of ninety percent of the country’s agribusiness. They didn’t even start out as water and agribusiness companies. They grew and rebranded and renamed and sucked other corporations into themselves like black holes—biotech, pharma, entertainment, communications, defense industries, you name it—until there were only two left standing. Stellaxis and Greenleaf.


At the time of the last merger, a few years before I was born, there were forty-five states left that didn’t belong to the ocean. Stellaxis Innovations had control of twenty-three of them, and Greenleaf Industries had the other twenty-two. Then I guess they decided they weren’t going to merge anymore, just divide what was left of what used to be a country between them.


One of Stellaxis’s states used to be New York. One of Greenleaf’s states used to be Massachusetts. But their original company HQs have been sitting under a few dozen feet of salt water along with good-size pieces of their company-states since the late twenty-first century, long before the last merger. So, at the turn of the century, when New Liberty City was built along with the other amalgam supercities, it was built as kind of a mash-up of the two.


There are nine supercities in total. All huge, all built on the same principle as a kid putting her sandcastle well back from the tide.


But either the other supercities didn’t spark corporate turf wars or they settled them some other way, but in any case, right now Stellaxis and Greenleaf each own four. I’ve heard it’s because Stellaxis was founded in New York City and Greenleaf was founded in Boston that they both kind of took the idea of controlling New Liberty a little more personally. Of all the supercities, it’s the only one that’s been sparking and smoldering its way through civil war for longer than Jessa or I or anyone else in our room has been alive. Stellaxis HQ on the west edge of the city, Greenleaf HQ on the east, throwing punches at each other like a couple of cage fighters trying to get control of the ring. The outcome of which makes more or less fuckall practical difference to the forty-eight million people who happen to live in the cage.


I don’t know anyone old enough to remember the prewar world. We all make vague when-it’s-over noises, sure, but nobody really has any kind of clear sense what that might imply. What the world might look like without Stellaxis Innovations SecOps and Greenleaf Industries mechs kicking each other’s asses in the streets every day. Without water rations and air quality alerts and checkpoints and housing lotteries. We’ve seen old movies, seen people living in houses with lawns, water that runs out of the faucet for free. Traveling wherever the fuck they like.


When Stellaxis wins the war, things will be better. No more fighting. No more power curfew. No more water rationing. The cost of food will drop. Travel restrictions will lift. Where I come from, you learn that around the time you learn your ABCs.


It sounds… if I’m honest, really truly brutally honest with myself, I don’t even know. A world without all those things is hard to imagine living in. It might as fucking well be Jupiter.





THE CAR SLIDES through traffic in silence and eventually stops across the street from a park. It’s not much of one, just a rectangle of grass maybe the size of the company store. No playground for kids, not like the one near the old town high school. All there is is a statue, dusted with either old snow or pigeon shit or maybe both. Too far away to make out what it’s even a statue of. Some people standing together around something. There’s a sign at the edge of the dead grass that reads PROSPERITY PARK.


“Here?” I ask the car. “Are you sure?”


“Positive,” the car replies. “Look to your right. Two hundred yards.”


I look. Past the statue, way back at the rear of the park, I spot a woman sitting on a bench, her face obscured by steam from a dispenser coffee. She raises her chin incrementally in my direction.


“Game on,” Jessa tells me, which doesn’t strike me as being nearly as funny as she probably intends.


We get out of the car. As soon as we shut our doors behind us, it leaves.
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