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      Inside her own custom host, which was safely nestled in one of her commlinks, Zipfile stood in front of her murderboard and hummed, eyes darting back and forth between images, text strings, Matrix IDs, a hundred other data points she was putting together. To her, the room looked like a blank white wall with pictures and folders and string, an image familiar to a century of police procedural fans the world over.

      In reality, the host system was amalgamating databases of information that she’d gathered. All of this was digital. None of it was real in the meatspace sense of the world, but Zipfile knew it was real.

      To her, eish, the Matrix was more real than the real.

      She chuckled.

      It was a shame it was all going to have to go, someday. The system was going to have to be broken. She believed that in her heart even more than she believed that the Matrix was real. The system has as much chances a rookie shooting the puck against a twenty-year veteran goalie. Miracles happen, sure.

      But experience almost always wins out in the end.

      Simon Dennis’ face glared at Zipfile from the center of her murderboard. It was a stillframe capture from Rip Current’s security system of him leaving the corp the last time he was there. Zip knew if she tapped the image it would expand into a kaleidoscope of everything she had learned about Dennis so far. She’d already tapped it a bunch of times. Too many.

      Which wasn’t a great deal.

      The Telestrian Johnson had given them the key piece, though.

      They knew where he was.

      But that wasn’t enough to get the run done. Not and get away.

      Not when the true target was Renraku.

      Zipfile looked along one virtual string. AVR Optronics. The company the Telestrian Johnson had given them. A Renraku subsidiary. Maybe a future acquisition. Many times Zip had seen an AA or AAA corp farming out some work to test a smaller company’s chops. If they failed the task given them, no worries—that company would never be a threat or a target. Let some other corp waste its time and resources worrying about them.

      But a successful little corp…better to gobble them up in acquisition, or ruin them to make sure they never became a challenge to the megacorp’s sovereignty. Those kind of jobs—the non-public ones—were the bread-and-butter work of teams like Zipfile’s.

      That was one of the things she’d have to find out. Renraku would respond much differently if they owned AVR outright than they would if they had just paid the company to do some work.

      Zip shrugged. May as well pay ’em a little visit. She looked around her private host and then thought about the door.

      A moment later she was on PubGrid, looking at the giant Renraku Okoku grid on the virtual horizon. She could go inside—anyone could, since Renraku granted visitor passes to anyone for a short time—and poke around, but she wasn’t sure that’s where she wanted to go. There was almost no chance anyone legal would give her the answers she was looking for, and doing in a run in the Okoku was never something to take lightly.

      Renraku’s demiGODs were very often AIs. They were the frontline security of the Grid Overwatch Division, the overarching security system of the Matrix. After hostile deckers, GOD was a hacker’s main enemy.

      That was trouble Zipfile didn’t need.

      Instead, she turned her head and found the plain, corporate host-front of AVR Optronics. It was vanilla, out of the box code. Obviously no one there cared a great deal about being found in the Matrix.

      Still, they were a known Renraku associate. Maybe a wholly-owned subsidiary. What the box looked like on the outside might mask a great deal of security on the inside.

      Zip frowned. She looked down at her persona. She was an ork today, on this commlink.

      “Should be safe,” she murmured. Then she stepped inside.

      This was one of her favorite parts of the Matrix. In meatspace, she’d have to climb into a car running GridGuide and waste the time away while a machine drove her across town. In the Matrix, everywhere was right here. She could connect to the public hosts in Pretoria from here, if she wanted to.

      AVR’s Matrix lobby looked just like the outside. Gleaming gray walls, no decorations, and a faceless generic persona that probably wasn’t even a person sitting at a desk. The persona’s smooth face smiled pleasantly, waiting.

      Zip suppressed a chuckle.

      For real, out of the box.

      She had just entered this host through its public portal, but she hadn’t taken any further actions. She hadn’t, as they said in meatspace, taken the next step. Base personas like this one were programmed to wait until the potential consumer expressed a minimum of interest, to ensure it didn’t waste processing power on people who were just poking their head inside to see what was on the other side of the portal. The Matrix equivalent of window-shopping.

      Zip stepped forward.

      “Good day, welcome to AVR Optronics, may I help you?”

      “Who owns this company?” Zipfile asked, curious to hear the answer.

      “Our chairman is—” the person began, but Zipfile cut it off.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “AVR Optronics is owned by its shareholders,” the persona said. A real person—a metahuman jacked in—would have said that in a peevish tone, but the persona didn’t have the range. “As all corporations are,” it added.

      Not smugly, as a corp wageslave would have. Especially one with stock options. Any wageslave would want to make sure anyone who heard that statement understood that the wageslave knew corp life was the best life. The only life. Just in case it was a manager masquerading as a nobody to check on their staff.

      The persona made it just a statement. It was just a machine, and not a very smart one at that.

      Zipfile regarded the persona. “Can I get a list of all your shareholders?”

      “I’m afraid that information is proprietary,” the persona said. It paused, fake mouth half-open. It was only for an infinitesimal instant, but Zipfile saw it.

      She had been waiting for it.

      “Why do you ask?” the persona said, but Zip knew.

      The robot was gone. That persona was now a person beneath the mask. Her questions had earned her a metahuman’s interest. She was careful not to move or react, being as she was in a borrowed commlink and not running her deck, but she knew if she had been, and she’d taken a closer look around, there’d be more eyes on her that she couldn’t see. There was probably patrol IC behind the walls right now, just in case. Maybe even a spider. Or three.

      Eish, this could be Renraku; there could be a full-blown AI picking through her commlink without her even knowing it.

      But the smart money was on a metahuman.

      She was running security for AVR, there certainly would be. Maybe not a troubleshooter, but someone who’d know how to ask the questions from the script labeled “how to tell evildoers from innocent consumers of the corp.” This would be a Renraku-trained operator. Maybe a young one, maybe not that good, but still Renraku-trained.

      And Zipfile had no illusions that she was better than Renraku.

      “I’m interested in purchasing stock,” she said.

      “Our stock is traded on the exchange,” she was told.

      “Then I’ll go there,” Zip said, and jacked out. It might be rude—not saying goodbye, not trading pleasantries—but it got her out of there and reset her commlink. Just in case.

      Besides, whether it was paranoia or not, it felt like the walls were closing in.

      In a blink, she was back in the real. She was in her rack in the safehouse with the rest of the team, but she was alone. She lay there for a second, adjusting to the sensations of her real, dwarf body instead of the virtual reality of being a hapless ork in the Matrix. The commlink she used to jack that persona lay next to her, all hard plastic and plates.

      “Eish,” she whispered.

      The Matrix just felt more real.

      Turning her head, Zip looked at the wall. She closed her eyes and thought of the distance between where she was and where she needed to be.

      The actual, physical location of AVR Optronics.

      “Frag.”

      Just for kicks, she picked up the commlink and checked the log. Sure enough, some IC she hadn’t even noticed while she was playing it safe had gotten a mark on her. She isolated the code and saved it for later, but she was sure it was a usual first-level tracker any hacker knew about.

      Heck, defeating that simple code was one of the first things a baby hacker learned to deal with.

      Which gave her an idea.
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      “Say that again,” Yu said. “Slowly.”

      The elf sat on the small sofa in their safehouse, one heel up on the opposite knee and his arm thrown back across the back of the sofa. Taking up as much space as possible. Unconsciously putting his body in a position that said I can have all the space I want because I’m better than you. You get to be in the space I leave for you.

      Except...

      You forget I’m older than you, bru, Zipfile thought. She didn’t let the internal smile get to her face. Dominance games were something she’d learned about as a kid back in the zone.

      No shiny elf was going to crowd her out. No way, no day.

      Came to it, she had the whole Matrix to go away into, and that sucker was endless.

      “I want to hire someone to take a run at AVR,” she said.

      Slowly, he’d said.

      “Can you say ay-vee-are?” Zip added, grinning. “I know you can. Come on. Sound out the words—”

      “You want to tip them off we’re coming?”

      “No, I want to see how hard they’re protected.”

      “By tipping them off that we’re coming.”

      Zipfile breathed in through her nose, and held it. She reached up and tapped her fingertips against the ports along the side of her shaved head. It helped her think. She would have ruffled her pink mohawk, but she’d just styled it, and that was work she didn’t want to do twice before she went out.

      And they were going out.

      Even if Yu didn’t know it yet.

      If nothing else, she was tired of being cooped up in this farmhouse. She’d already had a bucket of fun out with Emu. She’d almost gotten to shoot her gun.

      “You’re supposed to be the strategic thinker,” she told Yu. “Think it through.”

      “I thought I had,” he replied. Zip heard the tone. High testy elf.

      “AVR is Renraku.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Yu said.

      “Part of my point,” Zipfile said. “Now be quiet. Let the adult talk.”

      “Uh-huh,” the eloquent elf said.

      “Renraku is somewhat proficient at Matrix security,” Zipfile said. “You’ll agree with me there?”

      “I’d put that statement on par with ‘Dunkelzahn liked secrets,’ yes,” Yu allowed. “But—”

      Zip cut him off. “Shh. Still talking.” She clasped her hands in her lap, as if she were speaking to a small child and wanted to stay nonthreatening. “We’re going to have to go in there soon, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “More precisely, you all are going to have to go in there. I’ll probably be along the wall, hiding out, doing what?”

      Yu rolled his eyes. “Defeating their Matrix security.”

      “Whose Matrix security?”

      “Renraku,” he growled. “If it is Renraku. Listen—”

      “Still not done.”

      Yu glared at her, but gestured for her to continue.

      “Now. I’m pretty good, but I do better if I know what I’m going into. Hence the need for what the soldier-boys call a recce.”

      Yu snorted. “A recce is a failure if they get caught,” he told her. “Those boys and girls sneak around in the weeds and the mud and then crawl out and no one knows they were ever there.”

      Zip smiled. “I chose the wrong analogy,” she said placatingly.

      “It’s a good idea,” Yu said just as placatingly.

      “Except…” Zip said, setting the hook.

      “Except what?”

      Got you, bru, she thought. It was the same when they bet on the games. Get Yu to a certain point of ego, and he was yours. If the Johnsons ever figured out to how to play him like she could, it’d go hard on them.

      “What about this thing I heard Rude talking about? A Trojan Horse?”

      Yu rolled his eyes again. “Zip…”

      Zip knew when to drop the teasing and press. It was time.

      “I need to know what I’m up against before you guys go in there,” she said. “It’s a subsidiary, yes. They make Renraku parts, yes. It could be they’re on their own, and their security is so crap that even Emu could hack her way in and get what you need.” She spread her hands. “In which case you can all blow the building
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