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THE FIRST DAY OF THE 
REST OF YOUR LIFE

Trapped in the moment, bullets shredding gentrified brown-
stone around him, Karl Denisovich just wants to go home. Next 
to him, snap-shooting around the corner is Fortinbras, caseless 
ammunition leaving the distinct tang in the air Karl knows from 
video games. The adrenaline rush is multiplied by a thousand, 
exponential. Clutching a real gun for the first time. Real danger. 
No sales reports. This is way better than Awakening: 1949.

“If the Comanche closes in on us, we’ll wish we were dead, 
omae,” Fortinbras says as he ducks back around the corner. He 
shows Karl a grenade. “This’ll take care of that. Never let them 
take you alive, right?”

Karl nods uncertainly. Down the block, more Comanche 
Mafia appear, catching the team in a classic pincer movement. 
Karl knows this because he’s directed such maneuvers as Sgt. 
“Smokin’” Joe Esterhaus, hero of Normandy. But it’s different 
from the ground level, he thinks, as a rocket takes out the 
apartment directly above him. Rain of glass in slow-motion, 
diamond tears like in that commercial, the one for the new 
Stuffer Shack shake. Turns out, time slows down in these sit-
uations. Karl thought it was just something devs programmed 
into the game.

Pi, their decker (he liked being able to say that, “their”), 
bleeds out in the narrow alley between the two apartment 
buildings. Kaiser, their de facto leader, buzzed DocWagon 

three times, but the Comanche Mafia jammed their broadcast. 
No last-minute wagon rescues like on STAT! for Karl. Smokin’ 
Joe would cowboy up, so Karl does the same. All the adrena-
line surging, backed by the Dexedrine analog burning through 
his veins, Karl opens up on the flanking group. Slight crouch, 
lean into the recoil. Squeeze the trigger, don’t flinch. The H&K 
jumps in his hands like the seizures his brother had as a kid.

Blood as he gets one in the gap between her ceramic ar-
mor plates. The woman falls. Buzzing snap of a bullet that’s 
already passed him by the time the sound reaches his ear. Kai-
ser screaming in a whoop of fury and joy, his own H&K barrel 
glowing so white hot Karl can see the bullets raging through.

And all of it just like the game, only so much more so.

✖

It’s forty-eight hours earlier and Karl is just another drone hang-
ing out with his co-workers at a 1980s-themed bar in Red-
mond. The place tries too hard to be ironically hip, and Karl 
doesn’t want to be there anyway. He’s afraid he’s going to get 
fired after what he found out at the office today, so he’s milking 
his coworkers for information, or “intel” as Shin Yamazaki calls 
it in UCAS Vat Ninja Reborn. Karl’s a drone, but he’s a burn-out. 
Lately, he thinks he missed his calling and should have run the 
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