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      “Wait, what is this…?”

      Brate had spent days working at this particular block of data. The security was outrageous—walls in all directions. Walls within walls, as far as Brate’s virtual eye could see. Whatever was on the other side of this was going to be good.

      The crack in all those walls had come out of the blue.

      “You found something?” Levelate, in Brate’s earbuds. Not his real name, of course. But then, “Brate” wasn’t a real name either. This was a business where real names were kept closer than state secrets. It was safer for everyone that way. Levelate was somewhere in Colorado, and that was all Brate or anyone knew about him. Brate suspected that data was fake, too.

      Levelate wasn’t Brate’s friend. He was more like a client. But he came to Brate more than he went to anyone else in their little cadre of hackers in the Stack. And Brate knew why.

      Brate was the best. No hacker, in all of history, had managed to break through the walls of security surrounding Stack at the level Brate was doing it. No one in all these years had ever been as good at finding the cracks and worming their way into them, digging and finding the best nuggets of data, the details that mattered. No one except him.

      Brate had a reputation. Brate was a legend. And Levelate only wanted to work with legends.

      “I’m not sure yet,” Brate said. He moved his hands, pinched his fingers. He concentrated.

      Interfacing with the Stack wasn’t difficult. The system was designed for ease of use. That was the point of it—give everyone, everywhere, the easiest access to the whole world online, even down to knowing and anticipating what that user wanted or needing. Read the user and give them what they’re after, and usually before they even know what they’re after.

      So getting what you wanted from the Stack was easy. The challenge was to get in without the system recognizing you. The system could recognize anyone.

      That was the other reason Levelate came to Brate more than the others. Levelate had invested pretty heavily in Brate’s designs—the plans and the prototype for a custom neural interface. The first and only one of its kind. It was a patch that could take over the neural link chip and let the user have something that no user was allowed to have.

      Anonymity.

      Brate could control every aspect of the chip’s functionality, right down to whether it allowed Stack to psychoanalyze him and snag his identity. That meant he could appear as a blank to Stack, someone without an identity.

      That was just step one, of course. Stack was specifically designed to reject any user who couldn’t be psychoanalyzed, so step two was fooling the system into thinking it had someone on the line that it could see and understand. And since Stack was constantly logging activity for every user, weighing it against their normal patterns, and flagging repeated suspicious behavior, Brate’s patch had to make sure that whoever Stack thought it was analyzing, that person never got analyzed more than once. Not with Brate wearing their identity.

      He was wearing identities like a mask, switching them out as he went so that the system never saw the same face twice. He was hiding out in a sea of identities by briefly taking on a new one every few minutes.

      That sort of thing was exactly what would make someone like Levelate send mountains of crypto to an untraceable account, and keep coming back again and again. But Levelate expected more than just beyond-level tech for his money. He expected data.

      But he would never have expected this.

      The images Brate was seeing, the stuff that was overriding his visual cortex and pushing a virtual landscape on him at that moment, all of it was something new. Something Brate had never seen before, regardless of what psyche and persona he was wearing.

      Stack had an infinity of files stored, after five decades of interacting directly with users at the conscious mind level. All those interactions had to be stored, by international law. It also had to be locked tight, private, available only to the individual, to the Stack AI, and of course, to the Agents. The only police that mattered, these days.

      Supposedly, Agents could only unlock files and gain access if Stack detected a violation.

      Doubtful. And if it was true, what amateurs! Brate had cracked this using junk and free time. The Agents had unlimited crypto and manpower. They had direct access to Stack itself. Brate had to come in through public channels, worm his way through all those walls, basically get to the kernel at the center of Stack through back channels and shadow protocols. Agents could skip all of that and go direct.

      So no… Brate didn’t believe for a second that the Agents couldn’t see any psych storage, on demand and any time they wanted. If he could, they could.

      Levelate wanted dirt on powerful people. He wanted to see their secrets, to gain leverage over them by knowing what they didn’t want anyone knowing. There was a lot of sleaze stored in Stack, but what Levelate wanted was nails for coffins, so he could ask for anything and no one could ever say “no.” Not without consequences.

      But this… what Brate had just found… this wasn’t that. This was something way more dangerous.

      “I…” Brate started. “Holy God.”

      “You found it?” Levelate asked. Brate heard the tension and the repressed excitement.

      “Not exactly.” Brate swiped the air, moved forward through the labyrinth of encrypted files. His patch was doing better than expected. Not only was it masking his identity, it was latching on to the identities associated with the files that Brate encountered, translating their psych patterns and automatically showing them to the system. Stack was reading the input from Brate’s patch as a positive ID for the user associated with the files. But also… apparently it saw him as a kind of… maybe master user?

      The patch, interacting with Stack, was giving Brate some kind of…

      God mode.

      And that meant that every file was open to him.

      But none of them, so far, had the kind of dirt on powerful people that Levelate was after. Some would, Brate knew. But not these… not what he was seeing. This wasn’t the rich and powerful.

      This was everyone.

      “Levelate, this isn’t working,” Brate said. He had to play cool. Had to keep his tone even. He couldn’t be sure that Levelate wasn’t running vocal scan, listening for lies. Levelate was not someone who simply trusted people. But he’d worked with Brate long enough, had gotten enough dirt from him, that there might be some kind of lazy trust there. “I think I need to step back and do a little more work on the patch.”

      “You sound panicky. You got made?” Levelate asked, wary, alert.

      “No,” Brate replied, shaking his head. The call was audio only, which was what both of them insisted on. No faces meant no memory of each other’s face, which meant no matches if Stack started sniffing around, running a worm for the Agents. “I’m not panicking. Nothing’s gone wrong. Not like that. I’m just getting a glitch I wasn’t expecting. Need to work it out. We’re still good, don’t worry. Safe. I just need to fine tune a little, that’s all.”

      “I need those files, Brate,” Levelate said. And Brate heard that note in his voice. The edge. Levelate wasn’t used to being let down or not getting what he wanted. Not with so much crypto spent. Not with what he wanted so close.

      He didn’t know Brate’s real identity. No one did. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t drop a hammer on him. Levelate had the kind of crypto that could put a bounty on a hacker. It could get everyone in the clutch looking to score a hit for a big payday. Brate had his whole game tightened up. Just like Stack, he had walls within walls. But a big enough brute force attack, coming from the whole hacker underground, was bound to bring him trouble either way. If nothing else his reputation would take a hit, his social score would plummet, he’d have to take grunt jobs for a while to rebuild.

      He couldn’t afford to piss Levelate off, after taking so much money.

      “I’ll get them,” Brate promised.

      Levelate disconnected without a word, and Brate took the earbuds out, dropping them back into their charger and slipping that back into his pocket. He stood in the near-empty apartment he was renting, and shook.

      “What the hell did I just find?” he whispered.

      That was the literal trillion-crypto question.
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      Everything. That was the trillion-crypto answer.

      Every birthday. Every stream. Every novel or movie or vid. All the logs, all the calls, all the private and locked files, all the naughty nighttime activities and all the Stack therapy sessions. Everything. All of it.

      But the biggest, the scariest, was the memories.

      He hadn’t understood exactly what he was looking at when he’d first found them. He thought maybe they were home vids—the kind of stuff people recorded from their own POV, to share an experience with a friend or someone in their family. That was pretty common tech, and everyone used it. Just tell your n-chip to record the feed, and the file gets saved to the Stack. Easy to rewatch, easy to share. Most of the porn people watched while in Stack was that kind of thing. Sex recorded first person. All image, no feeling, but good enough for some people.

      This wasn’t porn. This was something bigger. This had more data recorded and embedded than any POV video file ever had. More than any file Brate had ever seen.

      When Brate sampled some of them, played some of them, the flavor of them was different. There was… more.

      These definitely weren’t POV vids. These were people’s experiences.

      What they saw. What they heard. What they smelled and tasted. But also what they felt. What they thought. All of it. Every single byte of it.

      Stack wasn’t just psychoanalyzing people to determine their identity or to look for signs of mental distress or to hunt down lawbreakers.

      Stack was recording the thoughts, memories, and experiences of the users, and storing them.

      All users.

      All of humanity.

      Brate fled the little rental on Hyde Street as soon as he realized what he’d stumbled into. That place was burned now—he could never go back.

      And that was fine. He had other safe houses already lined up, and for now they were all being paid for out of pocket by Levelate, who was paranoid to the point of mental illness when it came to keeping security tight.

      Having Levelate as a benefactor might dry up, though, if Brate couldn’t start turning over what he was after. Levelate focused on results, and he wasn’t patient about it.

      But there was one thing Brate knew for damn sure—Levelate could never, ever get his hands on this.

      No one could.

      Brate wasn’t above bending rules and pushing the boundaries of morals and ethics. He grew up as a Stat kid—the lowest class of society, the people relegated to using Stack from public terminals, with interfaces that sometimes dated back to the earliest days of the system going online. Interfaces that were “static,” non-dynamic and limited.

      Static meant that people using it got only a tiny percentage of the feedback. They could see and hear and move in the Stack, enough to do transactions like order food or pay bills, basic stuff. The stuff that made someone else money. But Stats didn’t get the newest upgrades, didn’t get to experience things as if they were there.

      Stack could produce any feeling, could let users explore a landscape that evolved in tandem with their own minds. But for Stats, it was just the internet with no need for a screen or keyboard. It was petting a dog while wearing oven mitts. It was drinking fruit-tinted water with no sugar. It was black and white in a world of color.

      And that name… Stat. It was the kind of clever-funny that people came up with as a way to make sure everyone would get the joke. Stat sounded a lot like Stack, get it? But it was less than. It fell short. It was limited.

      Brate had grown up in a Stat ghetto, went to a Stat school. His mom was a Stat. His friends were Stats. And he was a Stat, and always would be—that was the way it was. There weren’t many ladders for people like him to climb, just to get to a place where he could use Stack like others did. To a level where he could feel and experience Stack, instead of just using it. Where he could engage with it and learn from it, instead of it always just being transactional.

      Becoming a hacker had been his only option. That’s how he saw it.

      He’d started with the basic stuff. There were all sorts of black market tools that Stats had for getting them into the brighter parts of Stack. Fake identities were common, but also dangerous. Stack didn’t use passwords or usernames to identify someone, it used their psyche profiles. It analyzed  every user to determine if User really was User. And once it found out you weren’t, not only were you booted you were flagged. Your psyche profile was recorded. Agents would come calling. You might be banned, imprisoned, maybe even fried if the breech was bad enough.

      Too risky. Most Stats skipped that. Only the dumb ones did it, and they all tended to disappear before anyone knew what happened to them.

      Better was the sort of con game approach. The system wouldn’t flag you or boot you, if you were supposed to be there.

      Paying Stack users could invite anyone in as a guest to their private Stack rooms, and in those even Stats got full privileges, the whole sensory spectrum. Access was limited to only what the host user offered or had permissions for, but that was always far more than any Stat ever got on their free accounts. So a lot of the kids that Brate grew up with learned early on to make friends with as many people as they could, to do favors and kiss a lot of ass. Or, in some cases, to intimidate and bully and threaten someone in real life until they invited the Stat into their virtual life.

      It was an ugly business. Brate had done it himself, but he’d never liked it. Still, once you’d gotten a taste of that sweet life, in full color and full sensation, it was hard to go back to the numb and listless version of Stack that the Stats had to live with.

      Brate had gotten his first taste after he bullied his way into  a rich kid’s Stack. He could never remember the kid’s name. He was just “Rich Kid.” Brate’s ticket to the Stack.

      But after that, Brate became a regular. Rich Kid had eventually given up on resisting and just accepted Brate as a part of his virtual world, and things went fine form there.

      Brate was enjoying the usual gamut of immersive games and virtual adventure, the toys that Rich Kid had been given by his father, Rich Dad, when he stumbled on to his first crack in the walls.

      A gap—something so small it had gone unnoticed by everyone. Rich Kid’s dad paid for the best of the best, the most current of everything, and so Rick Kid had a game that was so new it hadn’t been patched or updated yet. The vulnerability hadn’t been reported by anyone yet, and the developers hadn’t yet noticed. From what Brate could tell, he was the first to find it. Maybe the only one. Pure, dumb luck.

      The gap in the game led to Rich Dad’s Admin account.

      There was never any question as to what would happen next. Once Brate was into Rich Dad’s account, the world looked and felt so different, so wide open, it was hard to believe this was the same Stack that he’d felt before. It was like he’d walked through a door and accidentally stumbled into heaven. Rich Dad had access to everything.

      And he had Admin rights.

      It took less than a second for Brate to see his opportunity. He went straight to the account controls, and through the power of will and desperation, he gave Rich Dad a brand new, very special second child. A child who’s psych profile was identical to Brate’s own. Hello, daddy.

      Brate now had a fully active Stack account all to himself.

      He used Rich Dad’s Admin access to grant that same level of access to the new account, making Brate a full Admin, with the bill going to Rich Dad’s account. That had the advantage of giving Brate a way to hide the account from Rich Dad and everyone else. Admins had the ability to mark an account as full-private, to encrypt it and hide its ID from every other user.

      Brate was now a ghost in the machine. And Rich Dad was footing the bill for the account. Which was a good thing, because even though the cost wasn’t much for someone like Rich Dad, barely a rounding error on their monthly spending
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