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I made my way to the bar and claimed the space right next to the dame sipping a glass of fruit with a little alcohol splashed in it. The bartender glared at me like he had a claim on her, eyes honed to fine slits, endlessly drying the same glass. He had the look of a man who'd seen it all, and hadn't liked any of it.

"Mute voiceover," I said out loud, irritated. Voiceover Mode was automatically engaged when you dropped in, which I suppose made sense since it really did help set the mood for the noobs. After you'd clocked a few hundred hours though it just got on your nerves. And that last line was practically actionable; it was totally cribbed from, of all things, a Tarzan novel.

"Hey," said the girl. Dirty blonde/electric blue. Bob cut with pin curls. Short, fashionable skirt. All legs and scintillating smile.

"/chk/ Branna," I nodded.

"Get him one too," Branna told the glowering bartender.

"Hold the fruit," I added.

"So," Branna said, striking a pose that would do a hypermodel proud, "business or pleasure?"

"I don't come in for pleasure."

"Ever?" She plucked a cherry out of her drink and popped it in her mouth.

"Nope. I spend my days off on the sofa, watching the game."

"What game is that?"

I shrugged.

"Any game."

We went private.

>btw I wish you wouldnt /chk/ me<

>Just wanted to make sure it was u<

>its a popular plate but theres only one branna candra<

>Thankfully<

She stuck her tongue out at me.

>so yr the bruiser today, whats his name again?<

>Eddie Faust<

>insurance investigator, iirc?<

>I can't do private eye. Its so... trite<

>what vrings u in? *brings<

>Not sure myself. Somethings wonky northwest of town, in one of the burbs. Like someone hacked in and modded twenty square blocks or so, then locked the devs out<

>wild. Who dinks around in the suburbs?<

>Almost nobody. I think theres a couple pre-fab storylines that incorporate them, but just for a scene or two. Its all pretty underdeveloped.<

>pervert place to act up *perfect damn autocorrect<

>As InCon is fully aware. So they sent me in. To scope it out, primarily. Maybe see if I can identify the perps<

>perps< Branna grinned.

>Perps, players, same damn thing<

>u got the cynicism down at least. So whyd u drop in downtown?<

>Needed equipment. And an assistant<

>by which u mean 'partner' right?<

>Lets agree on... sidekick<

>whats the job pay?<

>One month premium access credited to your account, plus some Greenbacks TBD<

>can we tbd that right now?<

>How's 3000 sound?<

>5000<

>2000<

She laughed.

>sold<
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"Welcome to beautiful...!" and that's as far as he got before the first grenade exploded, pelting them with stinging shards of brick. He hit the ground even before Lilly did.

"Right in the middle of a war zone!" she groaned. "Again! Why am I surprised every time this happens??? You'd think I'd have acclimated myself by now!"

"Oh, shush," K said, grabbing her by the ankle and literally dragging her behind (what was left of) the low wall where he'd taken cover. He was already tapping away at the ꝏ-phone, trying to determine exactly where...

"Well, that's not so bad," he declared. There were explosions all around them; the ground was shaking. Particulate rained down from the canted balcony above, pulverized concrete, dusting his snow-white hair with grey. Yet he clearly wasn't old, though his age was somewhat indeterminate, arguably anywhere from a hard-living twenty-five to a youngish forty. His blonde associate, on the other hand, appeared to skew towards the younger end of this range, and even the conscious lack of makeup, unflattering hairstyle (much too short for the shape of her face), and lumpy sweatshirt she wore couldn't obfuscate the fact that she was a knockout.

"You say that every time we're not dead yet," Lilly informed him, spitting sand and masonry grit out of her mouth.

"No, this time I mean it. We're perfectly safe."

Some sort of missile wriggled across the sky to their right, striking something out of their line of sight with a terrific blast. Seconds later whatever was left of whatever the missile had hit toppled over with the resounding crunch of compromised metal and shattering high-impact plastic.

"See for yourself," K continued, handing her the ꝏ-phone. Statistical information was rapidly scrolling across its face.

"I don't..." The feed was updating far too rapidly for her to parse.

"It's an artificial environment. A computer-generated illusion."

"So they think they're fighting a war but they're really just plugged into some program, like The Matrix? Oh, these poor people! That must be why we're here, to set them free!"

"I'm thinking less Matrix and more Star Trek holodeck. Listen to this." He reached over and opened another app, this one transmitting the inter-communications system he'd tapped into:
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+got that fucker whoohoo eat shit faggot

+incoming!!!!!!

+dammit noob get out of the line of fire ah fuck it

+hey asshole wtf

+lol tough break chief lol dumbass

—-
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"It's a game," she frowned. "Disgusting. Why did the in-phone bring us here?"

"That's the thing..." Now K was frowning. "It didn't."
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Downtown Noir City sprawled and wound and climbed in every direction, a multi-level, urban labyrinth of looming skyscrapers and mysterious alleys and shadowy storefronts with semi-opaque windows. It was early evening, already dark, because while the game day was divided into a proper twenty-four hours, the daylight hours ran at double speed and the nighttime hours at less than half, with barely a discernible segue. Like everything, it was all about the mood. I hailed a cab, then another. The third one actually stopped for us. I credited Branna's short skirt.

"Where to?" asked the hack.

"Train station," I told him.

"I suppose I should change," Branna mused. "If I'm posing as your assistant."

"Everyone'll assume I'm fucking you, so what you're wearing is fine."

"Forget that. What's the fun if you don't immerse yourself?" Instantly, her night-on-the-town ensemble was gone, professional office attire taking its place. Glasses, even. I like a woman in glasses but they looked really out of place on her.

"You folks hear?" the hack asked. "Billy Gazebo, the gangster, just broke out of..."

"Zip it," I told him. Potential story thread. I wasn't a player and I wasn't here to play.

"It just came through on the radio," he finished weakly, as if disappointed. He didn't say another word the entire rest of the way, and if I didn't know better I'd swear I'd hurt his feelings.
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A massive soldier, more armor than man, strode past, the four machine guns that served as each arm (for a total of eight) firing in rapid succession.

"What do you mean it didn't?" Lilly shouted over the deafening chaos. "And don't you dare tell me there's no time to explain because I swear by all the gods we've met, bamboozled, and exposed, if you drop that cliché bomb I will kill you myself."

"I mean we're not here," K said. She really looked like she wanted to slap him. "I'm not being obtuse. Not intentionally, anyway. According to the phone we aren't physically here. We're literally part of the game, whatever game this is. Pixels and stats, zeroes and ones."

"That isn't possible."

"If we had a nickel..."

"Yeah, you're right. Sorry." Something dawned on her as another missile screeched overhead. "Holy crap could we die here? Like for real?"

"You mean die in the game causing our bodies to die in real life?" K shook his head. "I seriously doubt it. I mean, what sense would that make?"

"But where are our bodies?"

"That's a good question. I've got about ten thousand more." Something exploded nearby, disturbingly close this time. "We need to get away from all this racket, somewhere where we can think."

Lilly peeped over their little section of wall.

"There's lots of those armored guys lumbering about, but they're pretty spread out."

"I've accessed the game's positioning map," K said. The ꝏ-phone, with its endless array of apps, was truly a wonder. "The player-combatants seem to be concentrated in what's left of this urban zone, with a few outliers lobbing missiles in from the perimeter, probably trying to rack up kills at minimal personal risk. The extreme edge of the map, in any direction, is our best bet. It's literally the end of their world; nowhere else to go, nobody to fight."

"So which way?" Lilly asked.

"South," K said.

"Which is in what direction?" she clarified, not quite exasperated. Yet.

He made a show of double-checking the map.

"Why, down, of course," he grinned.
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"Miss Candra," I said, trying it out.

"Yes?" she responded, flipping open the little yellow notebook she'd purchased, pencil hovering over it.

"Just getting used to it."

"I suppose I'll have to refer to you as Mister Faust?"

"Yes. As it should be."

She scribbled in her little notebook.

"Making a note to get me back for that later?" I asked.

"No. Expenses. One Greenback for the notepad, twenty for the glasses."

"What about the pencil?"

"It came with the pad."

I leaned back, stared out the window. The city scrolled by, entrancing in its detail, even after all this time. I focused on a stray cat, slinking around a dumpster. The trash in that dumpster, you could smell it, if you were close enough. I could feel the rocking of the train, taste the lukewarm coffee I'd purchased at the station. If I concentrated, really hard, I could feel the applicator on my tongue, back in the real world. But only just. The immersion was damn near perfect.

>Once we disembark, stay in character<

>oh im in character now. MISTER faust<

>Good<

>do we have any leads? Asking for a friend<

>Not really. The whole sector went offline at about 0400 this morning, was dutifully queued up, and nobody noticed that it was anything other than a typical section crash until someone tried to reboot it. Thats when they discovered they were locked out. Theres definitely activity there though, and players going in and out, but no one on the
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