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Dial Tone 1.




What the Hell is Tia?...
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After a long night's sleep being watched over by the perpetually awake, ever-composed Tia Higa, Veil opens her eye now to see said brave guardian standing by the bedroom window.

Gazing outside, Tia's stare seems to be 100% focused on something transpiring outside, which could lead one to believe she isn't aware Veil has awoken yet.

This assumption would be incorrect however, as Tia does speak the moment she can unconsciously feel Veil looking at her.

Tia: You're awake...

Veil, knowing there's no sense in lying about her state of consciousness, moves to the edge of the bed to sit as she responds.

Veil: Yes...a strange occurrence in that I seldom get this much rest. I suppose I have you to thank for that?

Tia: I did nothing. I merely spent the night here.

Veil: True. But it definitely changed something about the atmosphere, though I'm not entirely sure what.

Tia: Spirits maybe dislike speaking when I'm around, so they held their tongues whilst I was here?

Veil: It's a sound theory, in truth. But...it's perhaps a dangerous thing for me to grow accustomed to.

Tia: I am not against helping you when you need assistance.

Veil: So you've repeatedly stated...However, I can't help but feel like such a level of commitment would interfere with your work.

Tia: It might...if I were someone who travelled further than the boundaries of Acid City. But I do not. Every inch of this city can be accessed by me in a matter of seconds with Mr Candleware's aid. Promising to help you at any point, whilst continuing to work for him is perfectly acceptable so long as he allows it.

Veil: ...And he sure does seem to be cheering for me to use this VPN of his.

Tia: You dislike it?

Veil: I have no feelings about it one way or the other. It's still new information for me that I'm struggling to process, honestly.

Tia: I see.

Veil: What is it you're looking at out there, anyway?

Tia: The streets in this part of the city are much busier than they are where I live.

Veil: That only makes sense. You, Umi and Hokkaido are among some of the slim few people who have lived there for quite some time. The fact that there was a store so close impressed me, as most of the buildings there are either abandoned or set for demolition.

Tia: Umi claims she prefers the quiet. Hokkaido likes our home.

Veil: ...How do you feel about it?

Tia: ...I don't.

Veil: Ah...yes...you seldom think of these things in depth, correct?

Tia: Perhaps if I ask Mr Candleware-...

Veil: Have you...ever once thought that maybe it's important for you to figure out how you feel about some things? Not allowing someone else to simply tell you how to feel?

Tia: Is this something you do?

Veil: I...don't get to do much self-reflection, so I am perhaps a hypocrite for saying this in some respects. But regardless, I can still discern if most of the key things in life agree or disagree with me.

Tia: I see.

Veil: Do you, though?

Tia: I am uncertain. I think I can comprehend what you are saying. But it is hard. Living to follow orders, only to suddenly change, would mean I'd simply be following your orders to change. It would mean nothing if I didn't take the appropriate steps myself to make independent decisions.

Veil: Huh?...I guess you do understand... when you word it like that, at least. Why is it that the street has captivated you at this particular moment, though?

Tia: I have no particular reason for gazing at them right now. It has been something I have been doing for many hours whilst you slept. I watched people simply living, wondering if they were doing so in an objectively normal way.

Veil: Why would that bother you?

Tia: Because your reactions, and other people's blunt statements often refer to me as being anything but ordinary. I wonder often just how far off the mark I am, even after following all of Mr Candleware's advice.

Veil: An extraordinary girl being fascinated with ordinary people? You sound like one of those walking cliches Chief Inspector Tyler complains about.

Tia: I see, does this mean he'd wish to arrest me for being extraordinary?

Veil: I'd like to say "don't be ridiculous", but in this city, with its corrupt twists and turns in law making? It's not impossible someone could get tried and executed over the head of simple jealousy. But realistically I think you'll be fine, since no one is actively out to get you.

Tia: Other than dead people.

Veil: Well...yes...there is that.

Tia: I witnessed a great number of people die last night.

Veil: You mean when you saved me from Corrosion Station?

Tia: No. When I was standing here. Your local streets are among some of the most secure in this city, yet I witnessed 16 people get murdered. All over the head of muggings and incidents of sexual harassment or indecent exposure. The police response time in this part of the city is impressive, even if it fails to save the lives of the victims in the end.

Veil: Persecution of the criminals is always the main goal. The victims are seldom thought of.

Tia: It must be daunting for someone with your powers to live amongst such constant death.

Veil: Murder is common practise in numerous places around the world, I doubt I could ever escape the suffering of the dead.

Tia: Eternal President Cool Hotner is intent in controlling everything at some point. The dead will no doubt have their freedoms tested if such a thing is possible.

Veil: I pray you're simply speaking vaguely of impossible nightmare fuel, for such a prospect is indeed too terrifying to logistically consider seriously.

Tia: I apologise if my dark thoughts plague you.

Veil: Not at all...

Tia: ...

Veil: ...

Tia: Veil?

Tia turns at this moment as she speaks Veil's name and looks at her directly as she continues on to say.

Tia: I assume you'll likely have work today, yes?

Veil: It's likely, I didn't hear Banri make any ludicrous requests that I should take another day off.

Tia: If that is the case, then my presence may serve as nothing more than an inconvenience. Since I likely have work to attend to also, I think now would be an appropriate time to report back to Hokkaido and let her know nothing went wrong yesterday.

Veil: Murdering over 100 government security officers is still considered "not doing anything wrong" in your book?

Tia: No one has been alerted of the event, so we are fine.

Veil: I see. Well if you have obligations you need to attend to I will not keep you.

Tia: I appreciate your understanding. Until next time, Veil.

Tia opens the bedroom window at this moment and simply leaps out with great speed, energy and confidence, allowing her to drop out of sight just as fast.

This leads Veil to quickly stand as she runs over to her bedroom window to look down at the exterior pavement in the fear that she might be doing so to only see a mound of splattered human entrails on the tarmac.

But as Veil does get a clearer view, she can see that there's nothing outside other than some passing Acid City pedestrians who are doing nothing more than looking into their phones and going about their daily business.

It's almost as if Tia didn't hit the ground at all, and that she instead vanished into thin air.

Not sure how to process this, Veil pulls back from the window whilst simultaneously closing it over. She then looks down to see she is still wearing her outdoor clothes from yesterday, and thus skips doing anything in terms of a morning routine as she runs out of her bedroom and through the open-plan dining area/kitchen/living room to catch the respective attentions of Banri in the kitchen and Benedict in the dining room as they both try to stop her with their mere words.

Banri: Veil, where are you going?

Benedict: Veil, hold it! Answer the lady's question!

Veil doesn't even hear them, though, as she is much too focused on her own basic instincts right now. Something tells her there's a question that needs answering and there's only one person who can answer it.

Naturally this means leaving the apartment, which Veil does in seconds, as she barely manages to get her shoes on whilst running for the elevator.

The moment she presses the button for the ground floor, Benedict only just manages to arrive at the shut elevator doors, which logistically would mean Benedict has no other option but to use the stairwell to give chase.

He almost does this too, but is stopped when Banri hugs him from behind in a sobbing state of depression as she screams.

Banri: Oh dear God! She's running away from home, B.C! Where did we go wrong!? Am I really such a bad housekeeper!?!

To which Benedict struggles to respond politely, as she's really pissing him off by holding him back.

Benedict: Right now!? Yeah, you fucking suck! But that's her fault for sending you into this state! Just let go of me so I can bring her ass back to the apartment and she can apologise to you properly!

Banri: Oh B.C! Please bring her back! Without her it's just me and you left, and you're just a machine, you eat even less than she does, my amazing talents will go to WASTE!!!!

Beyond this, every word Banri utters just comes off as nothing more than incoherent groaning through tears. Benedict reading the writing on the wall with this shoves Banri onto the nearest woman that passes them by in her journey to collect her mail as he points and screams at her.

Benedict: You get human feelings, right? Console the fuck out of this bitch!

The poor unsuspecting woman who has Banri thrust into her arms is left looking between the distraught housekeeper and the fleeing robot as he runs off to the stairwell and makes his way down to the ground floor in the hopes of intercepting Veil.

By the time he makes it to the elevator in question however, he sees that it has already long arrived, and that there are countless more residents and visitors piling into it.

This has Benedict grabbing one of them by the collar as he screams into his face.

Benedict: Hey, asshole! Have you seen a 14-year-old girl with one eye anywhere!?

The man hesitates for a moment, not sure what the hell this robot wants, and in his hesitation Benedict grows weary and pushes harder for a response.

Benedict: If you've seen her, you better fucking tell me! Or I swear to your mortal maker, I'll kick your fucking teeth down your throat!!!

This leads the poor man to let out a high-pitched scream as he points to the main doors in the lobby.

Benedict then tightens his grip around the man's neck, forcing him to scream.
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..."There was a girl heading to a payphone! She was wearing an eyepatch and-AAAAHHHHHHHH!!!"...
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Benedict, having heard all he needed to, throws the man in his clutches off into the elevator behind him to crash into all of the residents inside as the robot then runs off out of the lobby and onto the streets.

As Benedict sprints to the very phone booth he deep down knows Veil is headed toward, Veil herself is already standing inside, and is placing one of Mr Candleware's coins into the pay-slot, holding the handset to her ear so that she can hear the automated female operator's voice speak the words.
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..."Candleware VPN Version 3.445 activating, please standby."...
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Which is then followed by some demented cackling from Mr Candleware down the other end of the line that confuses Veil momentarily until she is instantly teleported out of the real world plane of Acid City.

The moment she vanishes, Benedict only just catches up to the phone booth, opening up its door as he points and screams.

Benedict: There you are!

Only to be met with a phone handset swinging off the hook as it emits nothing but a dial tone.

Most logical minds in the world would assume they'd made a mistake and that Veil wasn't here at all, but as Benedict stares at the phone now he can almost sense that this is an exact repeat of what happened a few days prior.

Not willing to simply be proven wrong in his theory, Benedict closes over the phone booth door and leans against the nearest lamp post to await Veil's expected return...whenever that may be.

The robot seems content in playing the waiting game, passing the time by looking at the TV monitors in the electronics store that is located directly behind the phone booth, which is currently displaying a basket ball game.

With Benedict leaving his rage to stew in the real world, inside the digital plane Veil is currently materialising inside the (currently inactive) shower of Mr Candleware's armoured tour bus.

Here she appears holding the shower head to her ear in the same hand she was holding the handset in the real world, prompting her to pull it back and look at it for a couple of second as she asks herself.

Veil: Is this supposed to be his idea of a joke?

Veil doesn't dwell on the absurdity of the location she has arrived in and instead steps out of the shower to ascertain where she is.

It doesn't take long to realise she is on board Mr Candleware's travelling home of mobile extravagance as she can feel the vibrations of the vehicle's movement underneath her feet.

Using this understanding to move forward with confidence, Veil exit's the shower room and heads downstairs to the first floor in this monster of a vehicle where she soon finds Mr Candleware playing a game of pool on the table that's situated near the back of the bus.

Playing both sides in the game, and simply taking systematic turns of pocketing every ball himself, every time he seems to come close to finishing the game, the balls seem to re-spawn, allowing him to start over.

Almost as if he likes the idea of a never ending game.

Veil doesn't care much for such idle time wasting however, and thus she simply lean against the nearest wall and watches as she begins to speak with the regal skeleton.

Veil: You brought me right here this time?

Mr Candleware: Why of course, I assumed we were friends now, yes? No need to ask if you were coming to see me. No no, you use my VPN? I just make the assumption that you want me to take you somewhere.

Veil: I'm not here to use your digital taxi service.

Mr Candleware: How sad, I could've put on a great New Yorker accent and everything.

Veil: Please try to exhibit some maturity, please. I'm here on business.

Mr Candleware: Oooooo, finally deciding to make use of my services, eh?

Veil: You seem eager to help me, so I assume you'll be willing to answer any questions I have for you now....especially since I've met with your vigilantes and seemingly made friends with them.

Mr Candleware: I'll answer whatever it is I can. I don't know everything, but I sure do know a lot. Not to brag, but I steal more data than all of the top hacking groups in Acid City combined.

Veil: You're lucky you aren't in jail.

Mr Candleware: I'm in a digital purgatory, deary. I don't think my existence could be anymore confined. But I digress. It's not like I lament my choices, this existence is fine for me. So what is it you wished to ask about?

Veil: Tia.

Mr Candleware: A good girl, yes? She does everything she's told. Loyal to a fault. And oddly charming in how innocent she is to some of the finer points in life.

Veil: You told her that my act of being violently ill in her room was a declaration of friendship.

Mr Candleware: So I did, what of it?

Veil: Aren't you worried that your lies will cause problems for her down the line?

Mr Candleware: What part of it was a lie? I'd say I just twisted the truth when you consider that your sickness was an emotional response to the unconscious suffering she is going through. It implies you care, whether you realised it or not. Once I broke that down for Tia, she was the closest thing a girl like her could be to being excited to meet you again.

Veil: Which is why yesterday happened?

Mr Candleware: You two were off of my radar for a while when you ventured into Corrosion Station. Lord knows what you did in there, but I do hope you had fun.

Veil: You're not worried about your staff acting out when they're not under your surveillance?

Mr Candleware: No, because they're my hand-picked staff and I trust them. I'm not Cool Hotner, so I don't make people live under my iron-fisted rule of mandatory watch. I expect them to report in like any normal superior would. But I don't monopolise their time.

Veil: It seems like Tia would welcome that kind treatment.

Mr Candleware: She would, sadly. But I feel like some time alone for personal thought would do that girl the world of good every now and again. That's why I ordered her to have hobbies. In the hopes that she'd have things to pursue, or in contrast would get sick of them and find things she'd prefer to do. Either outcome would be preferable.

Veil: I'm glad you at least gave it some humane thought.

Mr Candleware: Thank you, I steal a lot of data from parental psychologists. And that was one of their ideas for a similar case of a child who was a little too obedient.

Veil: You mentioned you are aware of who Cool Hotner is?

Mr Candleware: I am.

Veil: You didn't think to mention him to me before?

Mr Candleware: There's not many people who don't know who he is, Veil. I simply didn't mention him because I think the man is a complete and utter bastard. I'm going to harbour a guess and say the only reason you've never heard of him is because your consumption of media is so controlled. And the news barely makes mention of the man unless he wants them to say something about him. Cool Hotner likes to limit his appearances these days so that when he does show his face it means people know the proverbial "shit" has "gotten real"...

Veil: So...if I asked anyone on the street about the man?

Mr Candleware: They'd tell you who he is within the confines of what censored media wants you to believe. Because anyone who knows the truth is much too wise to speak ill of him in public. However your housekeeper and pet robot would probably have a hard time being truthful about even knowing the name, as they'll likely be under orders to keep that a secret from you.

Veil: Why?

Mr Candleware: Why not?

Veil: Don't toy with me and answer my fucking question.

Mr Candleware: Okie dokie, you're not in the mood for jokes, I see. I don't know all the details, but it's safe to assume they don't want you getting wise to the fact that the way you live your life is comparatively different from anyone else in this city. Sure, oppression and misfortune is spread far and wide. But you are a unique case of modern day slavery that they don't want to contextualize unless they have to. It's better to leave you ignorant, wouldn't you agree?

Veil: They, and others like them have their work cut out for themselves when people like you exist.

Mr Candleware: Ah yes, the good old-fashioned internet whistle blower. How this city misses such a character. They'd be accused of ruining everything for everyone, but at the same time their words could be used for good and save lives.

Veil: You think my life is in danger?

Mr Candleware: Of course it is. You are killing yourself each and every day, slowly and painfully through stress and starvation. Knowing that the environment you live in is not the life you want, but at the same time not knowing what life to pursue, you can do nothing more than just work like a good little soldier whilst hating every second of it, leading a life of misery for whatever short amount of time you have left so people know the moment you die that you did so without a single ounce of joy in your soul.

Veil: So, are you reading my thoughts now, or something?

Mr Candleware: No, no, it's just written all over your face, my dear. Frankly, I'm surprised more people aren't suspicious of you in your work life. It's not like you actively want to cause problems, but you are clearly suffering. I wouldn't want to keep pushing someone in your mental state to work the long hours you do. But then I at least have a soul to speak of, their moral compasses are stuck on south heading toward a collision course to hell.

Veil: Do you truly believe I'm capable of doing something dangerous?

Mr Candleware: To other people? No. To yourself? Yes. Walking into Corrosion Station alone would be suicide for anyone if hey didn't have the skills to protect themselves and others that someone like Tia has. You're perhaps lucky she was there.

Veil: You sent her there for my benefit?

Mr Candleware: I may have predicted that your first visit to that part of Acid City in your short life may have been the very thing that could've ended it, and thus sent Tia to prevent that from happening, yes. Your brain-dead housekeeper didn't seem to think much of the location when she was organising that date.

Veil: You admit to listening in on her phone call?

Mr Candleware: Of course, it told me everything I needed to know about what you'd be doing that day without invading your privacy. I'd heard from the police Chief that you weren't going to be working, so I wanted to find out why. Listening in to that one call gave me all the answers I needed.

Veil: Why were you communicating with Chief Tyler?

Mr Candleware: Don't misunderstand, I spy on police radio chatter 24 hours a day, every day of the year in this city. So when your name comes up? I'm bound to hear about it.

Veil: And out of all the three options you had, Tia was better suited to watching me than Hokkaido or Umi?

Mr Candleware: Umi would've been a fine choice herself, and Hokkaido is great in her own way...however she lacks the aggression and impulsive nature that Umi has, so you could've very well been shot dead by the two guards who approached you upon your arrival at the Corrosion Station security walls in her hesitation.

Veil: Tia...does kill without remorse...it's probably to my benefit that she does so given that it saved my life not just then, but also when we were inside the Station centre.

Mr Candleware: So something interesting did happen?

Veil: Indeed it did. But it stemmed from the obviously high security tensions and spiritual presence in that area. Tia spoke of the Corrosion Station Massacre, and claimed every word she uttered to me was confirmed as fact by your greater understanding of the subject...so tell me-...

Mr Candleware: ...?

Veil: Did the Corrosion Station Massacre really happen the way Tia claimed it did?

Mr Candleware: She
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