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Jacking-in always came with a jolt, the kind that rattled the senses and left a man feeling weightless, untethered from the physical world. The moment the neural interface connected, the tangible sensations of reality—like the warmth of a bed or the pressure of gravity—dissolved into nothingness. He braced himself as the familiar drop took hold, his body stiffening, his stomach lurching as if he were plummeting through space. But the fall was only ever a fraction of a second. Then, with a flicker, the connection snapped into place.

Suddenly, the sounds of the outside world vanished, replaced by a silence that was almost oppressive. Too quiet. His breath, his heartbeat, the faint hum of the room—gone. His eyes opened, but instead of his room, he was greeted by a vast, suffocating darkness, stretching endlessly in every direction. 

This was the entry point. Every time, that split second of freefall rattled him, but only for a moment. With the silence came the stillness, and with stillness, control. He blinked twice, and in that blink, the familiar outlines of his deck’s entry room materialized around him—a sterile space with just enough form to orient him.

The obnoxious, neon-green menu flashed into existence, hovering just out of his peripheral vision like a constant reminder of the corporate chains on his deck. It was basic. Hard-coded. Indestructible. He gritted his teeth and quickly swiped it into its minimized form. Sure, he’d found ways to shrink it, learned tricks on the dark forums, but the fact that it could never be fully erased irked him.

He flicked his wrist, bringing up his user skin. The glowing sphere that marked a basic icon faded, shifting into his custom avatar—a sleek, matte-black silhouette of a man. The faint cityscape shimmered in the background. 

He straightened, adjusting his limbs and orientation, falling into the deep black. His right arm swept forward in a practiced arc, leaving a trail of neon-green numbers and letters that flowed into existence behind it. They spun and swirled in mesmerizing patterns, creating a whirlpool of code that hovered around him in an intricate dance. 

And in that moment, he felt it. The pulse. The hum of the net. Connection. It was like plugging directly into the heart of the grid—each spark of data, each blip of code syncing with his breath. The rush was as intoxicating as it was familiar. This was his domain.

With a quick adjustment, his surfboard-like platform materialized beneath his feet, stabilizing his descent through the virtual skyline. He hovered just above the glistening sprawl of the net city below—its towering structures glimmering like stars against the endless void. Below, the user pulses, millions of them, zipped through the network, tiny blurs of light in a world that never slept.

Tonight’s mission was simple. Or so his fixer had said. But there was always a hitch. He checked the programs loaded into his forearm interface. Everything was in place. Programs primed. A quick glance confirmed his deck’s health—steady and responsive. It was a finely tuned beast, designed for speed and precision, exactly what this job demanded.

The target location blinked into existence on his interface—a Yellow One site on the danger scale. A relatively small company, protected by modest security systems: tracing programs, alarm triggers. No lethal countermeasures, no black-level anti-personnel setups. Yellow was supposed to be easy. But "easy" was often the prelude to disaster.

He swerved into the flow of pulses, his surfboard carrying him effortlessly through the digital stream, past the glittering heart of the city and out toward the fringes of the grid. As he left behind the bright lights and thrumming pulses of the main thoroughfare, the surroundings grew more desolate, a stark reminder that even in the net, there were places people didn’t want to go. Out here, the grid became jagged, fragmented. The towering buildings that lined the main streets faded into shadow, replaced by dull gray monoliths. Abandoned code structures, forgotten by most, lingered like digital ghosts. And then, through the haze of low-traffic zones, his destination appeared—a squat, featureless manufacturing plant nestled deep in the industrial district’s virtual layer.

Adrenaline spiked as he slowed to a halt, the surfboard dissipating beneath him. The area was quiet, with no other user pulses in sight—just as expected for this part of the grid at this hour. He hovered in place, eyes scanning for any signs of movement, but the place was dead.

This was where the job would get real. One wrong move and the alarms would blare, tracing programs latching onto him like predators scenting blood. He wasn’t just another user tonight; he was an intruder.

Twisting his left arm, he activated the deck interface, its neon-blue glow casting faint light over his surroundings. With practiced precision, he initiated the programs required for the mission, running them in a carefully orchestrated sequence. First, he engaged Invisibility v1.1, a program he had customized to perfection, rendering him virtually undetectable and cloaking his signal. Pride flickered inside him—this was his creation, his shield. Next came Tattletale, designed to reveal hidden icons lurking in the shadows. Finally, he launched Chili Powder, a subtle distortion field, creating layers of static interference that would confound any programs attempting to trace him.

As he glided closer to the fortress, the structure loomed ahead, exactly as he had visualized during planning. Its low-resolution gray walls and boxy design screamed of default settings, as though the owner had lazily accepted the system's preloaded architecture. At the heart of it stood a drab gray door, unremarkable but functional, with the usual white keypad on its right. This was where the real work began. 

He raised his hand to the keypad, and with a mental command, his unlock encryption program sprang into action. Through the enhanced vision provided by Tattletale, he watched a flurry of white numbers and letters attack the lock’s firewall like a storm. In seconds, the lock conceded. The door slid open, accompanied by a cheerful confirmation tone and a voice that purred, "Welcome, Mr. Kilgore."

Stepping inside, he was greeted by a soft, sterile glow. The entry room was a standard template, all white walls and floors, devoid of creativity or effort. It was as if the owner hadn’t even bothered to modify the most basic of aesthetics. A floating information triangle hovered at the center of the room, demanding his attention, while two doors—one on each side—waited within its glowing perimeter. Tattletale ran a sweep, but the room appeared clean. No hidden threats—yet.

Based on the typical fortress layout, he knew the CPU would likely be positioned at the back left. He glided toward the left door, his movements smooth and silent. But as he neared, Tattletale’s green highlight revealed a blinking eye icon, lurking just beneath the surface of the door. It was a watchdog, ever-vigilant for intruders. He brought his hand to the simple keypad beside the door, unleashing a cascade of code that made the numbers blink rapidly until they settled into a specific sequence. The door slid open with a quiet hiss.

He peered inside and couldn’t suppress a snort of disbelief. The office beyond was a disaster—clunky textures, awkward angles, wooden furniture so poorly rendered that it seemed like a bad joke. Even the lowest-grade programming school would teach students to avoid such amateurish mistakes. Whoever had built this place clearly had no eye for detail. 

Running Tattletale again, he performed a meticulous scan of the room. Near the desk, a dog icon flickered into view—just as his fixer had predicted. It was likely a basic trace and disconnect program, nothing sophisticated. Chili Powder’s interference would easily keep him masked if the dog tried to sense his presence.

He moved behind the desk, careful to avoid triggering any unseen traps. As he passed, Tattletale outlined a section of the wall, revealing what he had been looking for: a concealed doorway, hidden behind the digital façade. He slipped through the illusion, finding himself in another small, sterile room. The walls and floor radiated the same dull glow of default white. 

But this was it—the heart of the system. At the center of the room floated a red crystal ball, hovering effortlessly atop a square pillar. This was the CPU—the very core of the fortress. Orbiting around it were three file boxes, the data he needed. Tattletale flashed another warning, highlighting a watchful eye and yet another dog program, waiting like silent sentinels. 

The eye program pulsed gently, its pristine white iris scanning for disturbances. He knew from experience that if it sensed him, it would turn bloodshot, zeroing in on his location with deadly accuracy. But for now, his Invisibility program was holding strong, keeping him hidden in the folds of cyberspace. He watched the eye warily as he approached
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