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Dial Tone 1.




Burning the Wick.
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In the middle of Acid City, as a seldom used pay phone emits a dial-tone that is ignored by all who pass by it, the one entity who is keeping a close watch is none other than Veil's robotic assistant Benedict Cromwell, who followed her out of her apartment no longer and 20 minutes ago in secret to see where she was headed in her dazed and confused state.

He watched as a confused girl dressed in nothing but her underwear and a trench coat walked blindly through the streets to a pay phone that she wasn't legally supposed to touch due to arbitrary government mandates.

Benedict saw this, but didn't condemn her actions as he knew she wasn't fully in the right frame of mind when she made this move.

However, upon continuing to watch her talk to someone within the phone box, Benedict saw her vanish from plain sight once again. The second time in under 24 hours, with it mirroring what he saw when she vanished all of a sudden at the Acid City University Campus mass homicide.

Not sure how to handle the situation all alone, Benedict wastes no time in calling the Chief Inspector of the Acid City police via his cellphone, Brock Tyler to get some advice.

As Benedict stands from the opposite side of the street from the pay phone making this call, Chief Tyler sits at his desk in his own office within the Acid City police station looking over countless documents pertaining to the previously mentioned mass homicide at the university.

Naturally this is taking up most of his attention, but that doesn't mean he ignores Benedict's call. Instead the Chief answers and divides his focus between reading and hearing Benedict out as he says down the phone.

Tyler: This is later than usual, shit's not gotten hairy at Veil's place, has it?

Benedict: I don't know, I was hoping you could tell me?

Tyler: Excuse me?

Benedict: That coin she was holding when we found her twitching on the university grounds whilst saturated in blood caused her to do some real trippy shit tonight.

Tyler: This is Veil we're talking about. She doesn't exactly walk on the wild side, so you're going have to be more specific. Did she use the coin in a gum-ball machine or something? Because that'd be out of character.

Benedict: I wish it were that simple. She slipped out of the house in nothing but her underwear and my jacket, and she then walked a few blocks down the road to cram a coin into a pay phone coin slot.

Tyler: Did you say a payphone?

Benedict: I thought that'd get your attention.

Tyler: For more reasons than one. I mean...it doesn't scare me, or anything...but I didn't even think those things still worked, in all honesty.

Benedict: I don't really know if they do either. I haven't went near the thing yet, but she did spend a long time talking to someone whilst holding the handset to her ear, so....

Tyler: Either that magic coin got her talking to someone in real life, or she was speaking to a dead person and using it as a prop to keep herself from looking crazy?

Benedict: I wouldn't go as far as to call the coin magic just because it appeared out of nowhere. But...your second theory might lose out because most people would consider using a payphone crazy here. The only thing I've ever seen them been used for in this day and age is for people to hide from the rain whilst waiting for a taxi...or-...

Tyler: Unwarranted fornication in public. Just say it, I've arrested 7 couples for it in the past 2 weeks. All of them were executed.

Benedict: I wonder if it was worth it for them?

Tyler: That's none of my business in the end. I just arrest them and solve the cases when I'm told to. It's the court's job to rule on the punishments. But we're veering WAY off topic here. Is Veil available to ask about her late night walk?

Benedict: No.

Tyler: What do you mean? Surely you didn't lose sight of her?

Benedict: No, I'm still on top of her right now...I think.

Tyler: (Sarcastically) You sound convinced of that...

Benedict: OK, truthfully? I was watching her one minute, and just like with the university campus deal earlier on...she vanished without warning.

Tyler: Twice in one day?

Benedict: The short time frame isn't what's bothering me, it's the fact that it's happening at all, honestly.

Tyler: Where is she going when it happens?

Benedict: Fuck knows. She was too traumatised to explain anything to me earlier. Meaning all I could do was give her space in the hopes that she'd be open with me eventually.

Tyler: Well...shit. Do you think she'll appear back in the same spot she was in before?

Benedict: It's the only logical conclusion I can draw.

Tyler: You mean it's what you're desperately hoping for?

Benedict: If I leave this area and she comes back, anything could happen to her. I was just telling you what was going on in case-...

Tyler: In case my surveillance spots her anywhere else and you want GPS data?

Benedict: Yeah, more or less...

Tyler: I'll tell someone on the night shift to keep an eye out. I'm spending the night here anyway.

Benedict: Burning the midnight oil?

Tyler: Hey, I can't let that Billy Region thing go. Something close to 50 bodies pile up and the labs can't identify a single one of them as him when he was sighted there on the scene? I can't blame Veil for sleepwalking onto the streets and talking to a payphone like a lunatic...I'm close to the halfway point of insanity tearing my mind apart over "what ifs" myself.

Benedict: I appreciate you keeping an eye out for her in amidst all of that turmoil then. The good karma well do you well, I'm sure.

Tyler: Ha, you know me. I'm always the saint.

Tyler ends the call here, and relays a note to the city surveillance units about the Veil situation, though it doesn't do much in locating her as quickly as it would most other citizens in Acid City for one good reason.

Veil is positively blind to the system. No ID, no phone, nothing that makes her a true resident. She is an overexploited ghost citizen on the records who could only be identified if she was walking past a camera at point-blank range and a human was observing the feed to say...
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..."There she is!"...
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With 100% confidence that they had the right person.

But when most of these services are relayed to AI hubs that identify people from a database of information, it becomes challenging.

If Benedict was with her they'd find her in seconds through association, because he has a phone.

But sadly this isn't the case for Veil right now, as the machine is currently left, periodically checking said phone for potentially missed calls whilst leaning against a lamp post.

In contrast, confined within Mr Candleware's armoured tour bus Veil is currently moving down the roads of the digital plane that mimics the geometry of Acid City in a number of ways, with the key difference being the lack of humanity, and the textures of any and all surfaces being derelict dust/rock or ominously green, ever-changing binary.

The interior of the bus however, is pretty lavish in its décor, in the sense that everything looks as though it's been stripped from a penthouse suite and converted into a two-floored mobile vehicle.

Gold trim everything everywhere, animal fur compliments where ever they can be fitted, and enough high-tech equipment to make one wonder what in Christ's name is under the hood of this thing powering it.

Veil, not being the biggest car-junkie in the world to the point that she couldn't even name more than two makes of auto-mobile, doesn't spend much time dwelling on this now.

Not when she has much to discuss with Mr Candleware when they finally take a seat at a dining area within the tour bus, where the passing digital world view can be seen outside of the nearby window, and their is also an adjacent wall-mounted television that Mr Candleware turns on the moment Veil takes her seat.

The reason for this is to simply put something on in the background to keep the mood from getting too grim, as Mr Candleware is committed to admittedly dark work, in truth. So in his mind a little sports to serve as an ice breaker couldn't hurt.

At least that's what he assumes, but Veil refuses to be impressed the moment the TV screen turns to show a virtually simulated soccer match being played between two non-existent teams which eventually forces her conversational hand in asking.

Veil: Why on Earth are you watching a simulated sporting event?

Mr Candleware: It's so much friendlier than real sports, wouldn't you agree?

Veil: I don't indulge in either, so my opinions would be meaningless on the subject.

Mr Candleware: Oh come now, everyone has a right to an opinion.

Veil: Of course they do. But opinion is really the lowest form of human knowledge...

Mr Candleware: Oh dear, I see that you are a tough nut to crack.

Veil: Excuse me? So now you're admitting you want something from me?

Mr Candleware: Of course I do. I want your talents to lend aid in my cause. This much I have already stated, you needn't dance around enjoying a little competitive sport, even if it is only simulated.

Veil: I hear of people playing with these simulations as a form of recreation, but I seldom ever see anyone just sit there and watch it? It seems oddly hollow.

Mr Candleware: I can't really blame you for not understanding. Your leash holders have held such a stranglehold on your life that you aren't even allowed to touch the devices you'd need to play a computer game, let alone go online and watch another do so with much, MUCH greater skill.

Veil: I refuse to take offence to the idea that someone is better than me at performing their respective hobby, because it would simply be infantile to be so sensitive.

Mr Candleware: You've never wondered what it was like for people who have the freedom to do these things? Why they like games so much? How big a part they play in the overall corporate machine that is Acid City?

Veil: You mean this lecture on software recreation is going somewhere in terms of your explanation?

Mr Candleware: But of course. For the advent of computer gaming marked a fundamental interruption in human affairs. It profoundly mutated two central aspects of the modern world, altering the very face of our culture and regulation. Once you open such a box, there is no closing it.

Veil: You make it sound like a bad thing, in contrast to how much you seemingly praised it before?

Mr Candleware: It's a mixed blessing at best. Typically speaking, a computer game is a time-consuming effort that requires a lot of time and attention to achieve a significant level of mastery. Which in turn encourages the consumption of time.

Veil: If people are making money off of it like you claim? Then I'm sure it's fine by our government's standards.

Mr Candleware: There's more layers to that thought process than you might think. Liking the revenue something generates, but realising the implications of what else it can create are two different things entirely.

Veil: What do you mean?

Mr Candleware: It is easy to become a world-class performer in a game without knowing much about the broader culture. By the same logic, most of the real world's cultural experts know very little about gaming, which is fine for them, but I made a good living off of exploiting it.

Veil: So you worked in the development of recreational software?

Mr Candleware: Not exclusively, but it's all people remember me for, thankfully. A lot of my other scientific pursuits in life were rather dark, so it's nice that people selectively prefer to remember me fondly whenever they can...Namely whenever the government manages to avoid censoring this and that of my works...but I digress. The point is, the worlds of culture and gaming are largely separate, this is something that cannot be denied.

Veil: You think of your former consumer base as unrefined?

Mr Candleware: Not at all...I harbour no such ill feelings towards the broader spectrum of gaming, which has enriched many billions of lives.

Veil: Then what is it you're getting at exactly?

Mr Candleware: That, simply put, the mix of digitization and immersion combined with the closed, world building, proprietary structure of the gaming enterprise has indoctrinated humanity in to something of a new way of life.

Veil: Would you mind elaborating on what you mean by that for the uninformed?

Mr Candleware: Gladly. The fundamental appeal of gaming has more to do with performance and focus. You can't just sit there and absorb a game like it is music or a movie. Nothing is being spoon fed. Perhaps a better description is to say gaming is more like participating in an event than watching an event.

Veil: I don't engage in hobbies of any kind, so the three barely have much meaning to me. I hear music on the streets sometimes, and the news is allowed to be broadcast in my home...but I wouldn't consider those hobbies.

Mr Candleware: Neither would I. That sounds positively boring from my perspective.

Veil: Luckily, for you, it's not your life to live.

Mr Candleware: Too true. But some diversifying wouldn't kill you every now and again...that is to say, it wouldn't if the government weren't looming over your everyday life telling you what to do and when to do it.

Veil: You understand this, yet you're going to keep prattling on about software I'm never likely to touch in my life?

Mr Candleware: It's all connected in a way, so why should I hold my tongue? Given that, as an international hobby, gaming is indeed popular in Acid City. The gaming sector in this state alone produces about 17 trillion dollars in revenue, which is comparatively larger than what the city's movies and sports generate combined.

Veil: I personally cannot understand the appeal.

Mr Candleware: The appeal is where one wouldn't think to look.

Veil: What do you mean?

Mr Candleware: Due to the self-contained nature of games, they award a level of unregulated freedom that break down government regulation, and international trade. Virtual it may be, but plenty of trade and bartering takes place daily in games. All of this involving currencies, markets, prices and contracts which share a terrifying similarity...they use real world money. It's a mutual agreement where game creators and players act as founding fathers that set and enforce their own rules, making it a hard task for government regulators to play a central role.

Veil: Are you saying Acid City's surveillance fails to stretch into the gaming world?

Mr Candleware: The arrogance of their digital web turning a blind eye to such software as if it is a mere child's plaything is what affords the loophole. If you wish to create a new economic institution that's free of one government's oppression and tyranny but chalk loaded full of your own? Put it inside a game, it's safer than a piggybank.

Veil: You make it sound a little too simple?

Mr Candleware: That's because it is, sadly. Just program a little app that gamifies share trading, experiment with new brands of stock exchange or security outside the scope of traditional government regulation, and you can corner a market of your own creation. Make a game that's fun enough to consume all of the real world's money and it just might start to influence events in the real world.

Veil: The government would never allow this. The city's web regulators would always be much too strict. Making it impossible to construct fully realized new worlds without declaring it on your taxes.

Mr Candleware: You're cute when you are pretending to respect the law, Veil. But let me clue you in on something. Those regulators you speak of don't receive a lot of attention from the mainstream media, meaning what they can and can't do is never documented. I'll give you a little freebie from their top secret database, though...they haven't been able to put a stop to my game no matter how hard they try.

Veil: Your game?

Mr Candleware: Do you even know what the uniform definition for a computer game is, Veil? A poor manipulated soul like you has no doubt never even laid her hands on a gaming peripheral in her life.

Veil: I can think of worse things to be ashamed of never trying.

Mr Candleware: I'm not attempting to insult you here. I am merely stating a fact. Right now, I guess you could say, you are inside one.

Veil: It doesn't feel particularly fun, if that is indeed the case.

Mr Candleware: Perhaps I should clarify. In the sense that games are simply a virtually simulated world, and that what we are in now is a manifestation of Acid City's infinitely expanding digital network, it is safe to say that we are currently operating within a free space outside of the government and Kakusei's prying eyes.

Veil: They literally control the internet, though. How do you get around being watched?

Mr Candleware: Being watched digitally is not the same as simply placing a few cameras down and taking notes on what people do. There is a lot more to it than that. I made my own shield against their eyes and exist in plain sight where they still cannot see me. I work in cloak and dagger tactics. I use a VPN.

Veil: I've...heard of something like that before, but-...

Mr Candleware: Knowing little next to nothing about machines, it easily escapes you. There's no shame in that, please allow me to fill in the blanks with whatever part you're having the most trouble with.

Veil: The part where you say it's a shield against digital observation?

Mr Candleware:  That part is simple. While advances in networking and connectivity have made previously thought-to-be impossible software feats possible, most of the heavy lifting for any reputable company relies heavily on a virtual private network. Preferably shortened down to VPN. A system that enables employees to access specific company software and applications, like email, content management systems, scheduling software and much, much more. All of it can be made readily available to those who need it, whilst being protected under a company's private network.

Veil: ...How?

Mr Candleware: Putting it bluntly? These functions are encrypted, meaning they cannot be accessed by a standard public internet connection. For anyone in Acid City to access the Candleware network they require VPN authorization.

Veil: Is your ability to speak when you're not there a part of that? Like when I heard your voice back at the university Campus earlier today?

Mr Candleware: Ah, yes. When you met, Tia Higa, Hokkaido 25, and Umi Enomoto?...At that moment I relayed orders through rings I have them wear on their index fingers that can channel Candleware VPN signals through them. The rings are for seamless real-world conversation, though. When my “employees” are in this world? They automatically have access to my guiding voice just by physically being in this plane of existence, where they are connected to what I'd refer to as my corporate network.

Veil: It sounds a little cold and far removed, considering you're making these girls fight for you?

Mr Candleware: I doubt being soft and loving to them would garner more favourable results. But I'm not a bad man either. If I were? I wouldn't protect them from detection at all.

Veil: And you maintain that this VPN you speak of is a form of protection?

Mr Candleware: Without a doubt. Once an authorized person arrives within my VPN, it creates a safe connection and transfer of the user's real world body, mind and soul to the private network hidden within Acid City, regardless of their present geographic location.

Veil: A human in itself must be a lot of information in this respect, if what I know about souls is to be believed from the dead...How do you mask this?

Mr Candleware: By utilizing a series of tunnelling protocols, my VPN encrypts a person's life data at the sending end, which is in this instance the payphone you spoke to me on. Once encrypted it is moved through the Acid City government/Kakusei network without detection. After this? It is finally decrypted within the receiving end that is the virtual reality you see before you. It may look like Acid City, but that is merely because we are travelling through its GPS data, and there is a parallel being derived from where our information currently is stored, and flow of information in the city's web. It's like literally walking through a virtual version of the city.

Veil: Why would you allow Billy Region to make use of this service?

Mr Candleware: Who said that I did?

Veil: You dragged me into it before at the University, without the use of payphones, along with pulling countless Billy Region clones in with me.

Mr Candleware: They were the ones whole pulled you in, not me.

Veil: Now you're confusing me. Are you saying they have access to this VPN of yours within this virtual reality?

Mr Candleware: No. Not even close. I'm saying they have access to the virtual reality alone. They use it to avoid capture from police investigations when fleeing crime scenes.

Veil: Who does this?

Mr Candleware: Arms of the government or Kakusei who need people taken care of, but wish to ensure peace and order to keep another incident like the Corrosion Station Massacre from happening again.

Veil: And the police know nothing of this?

Mr Candleware: Officers are just citizens when off duty in their eyes, so it's better to keep them at arm's length on these things. Differing levels of military personnel may know one or two things about Billy Region, but would never admit it.

Veil: Very well...Why did Billy Region pull me into this world
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