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We are in the beginning of a major revolution...
The whole way we see nature will be changed.
— Joseph Ford, physicist

KING OF PATTERN

By Phil Brucato, Jennifer Clodius, Roger Gaudreau,
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. RELUDE::
BAL K LA SHH

BY JAYMI

THE CRISP EDGES OF REAL-
ITY FADE AWAY AS MY MIND
MELTS INTO THE WEB. BLACK-
NESS PLUNGES DOWN OVER MY
VISION. | RAISE MY ARM, REACH-
ING, GRABBING, TRYING TO
DEFINE A FAMILIAR SURROUND-
ING. | FEEL NOTHING. NOTHING
HOLDS ME, NOTHING SUR-
ROUNDS ME, NOTHING MOVES
INSIDE OF ME. | SCREAM. NO
VOICE. MY VOCAL CORDS HAVE
BEEN cuT OFF. MY MIND
DROWNS, GASPING FOR AIR. DO
I EVEN EXIST? | CRY OUT; NO

ONE IS AROUND TO HEAR ME.

LIGHT. A PINPRICK HOLE IN
MY VISION GUIDES MY MOVE-
MENT. STRAIGHT AHEAD,
PHOSPHORESCENT, IT GROWS
CLOSER. IT ELONGATES, FLAT-
TENS AND THE HOLE WIDENS,
DEEPENING TO ACCEPT MY EN-
TRY. | TURN MY HEAD. THE
LIGHT STRETCHES OUT AND
TAKES

ON A THREE-DIMEN-

SIONAL DEPTH. A LINE, AN

UMBILICAL CORD GUIDING ME,
BIRTHING ME. | RELAX INTO ITS

GRASP, FEELING THE JUNKIE

APPETITE AND EXCITEMENT

SEND SPARKS DOWN MY SPINE.
THE WORLD CATCHES UP TO
ME AS THE SPEED DROPS ME
SLOW. I'M DRAWN IN, SUCKED
INTO FAMILIAR SURROUNDINGS.
BLURRY IMAGES AND COLORS
AND TEXTURES AND FEELINGS
SWEEP TOWARD ME, MERGING
INTO MY NEW BEING. THEN A
BRIGHT TECHNICOLOR FLASH,
AND EVERYTHING DEEPENS AS
I HIT THE DATA STREAM FULL
FORCE. TOUCHDOWN.
OVERHEAD, THE FLAT, TWO-
DIMENSIONAL HTML PAGES
FLOAT, AWAITING THEIR TURN
TO GET WHISKED AWAY TO SOME
REALTIME USER'S COMPUTER
TERMINAL. WHEN WILL THEY
LEARN THAT THIS IS THE ULTI-
MATE WAY TO EXPLORE VIRTUAL
REALITY? THERE'S NO REAL
CONNECTION, NO FEELING WHEN
ONE SURFS THE WEB LIKE THAT,
BUT THAT'S ALL IN THE PAST

FOR ME——THE REAL WEB IS

WHERE IT'S AT NOW. ICONS

BRUSH BY ME, ALWAYS IN A

RUSH TO GET SOMEPLACE FAST,

WILEY

SOMEPLACE NEW. NOT TOO
MUCH TIME TO CHAT HERE IN
THE CROSSCORNERS BETWEEN

THE WEB SITES.

"DROP DOWN MAP, HIGH-

LIGHT ‘'FISHBOWL,"” | CALL

oOuT. THE GATEWAY MAP
SPREADS OUT ACROSS MY ViI-
SION.

A GREEN HIGHLIGHT

MARKS MY DESTINATION. I

TOUCH THE HIGHLIGHT AND

ZOOM AWAY TO CHATLAND.
"Hi,

SHIBA!" CALLS A

WANDERING HAPPY FACE.

"WAZUP?" | REPLY, SCAN-

NING HIS AUTHENTICODE. A
WIDE SMILE APPEARS ACROSS
MY OWN FACE. | FEEL AS IF I'M

RETURNING HOME TO MY FAM-

ILY AFTER A LONG VACATION.

THE FISHBOWL IS A KEWL

HANG. DESIGNED BY SOME
WEBSPINNING FISH LOVER, THE
FISHBOWL IS A GATHERING
PLACE, INFORMATION DUMP,

HEAD TRIP, AND PARTY.
PEOPLE COME HERE TO ES-
CAPE THEIR LIMITATIONS.
WEBSPINNERS USE THE FISH-

BOWL TO WHEEL AND DEAL.



CONTACTS ARE MADE HERE,
ONLY TO BE BROKEN LATER,
REPLACED BY MORE TANTALIZ-
ING OFFERS. ON A WEDNESDAY
NIGHT, WHEN REALITY OFFERS
LITTLE TO NO STIMULATION,
THE

FISHBOWL Is FOAMING

WITH ACTION. OVER 60 ICONS

DART THROUGH THE TANK AL-

READY, AND THE NIGHT'S
JUsT BEGUN. TOO MANY
FISHES IN THE POOL, SO TO
SPEAK.

=FISHICONS PERMISSIBLE
ONLY=>= CALLS OUT THE SYSOP
MESSAGE. | SHIMMER MY ICON
INTO A SMALL GUPPY AND JUuMP
INTO THE TANK. BRIGHT FLUO-
RESCENT PALMS AND WATERY
FLOWERS WAVE IN THE ENVI-
RONMENTALLY ENHANCED

WATER. ROUGH, COLORED

ROCKS CONCEAL ICONS MAK-
ING DEALS OR GETTING HIGH.
PHOSPHOROUS LIGHTS DANCE
OFF COLORFUL ICON FISH
SCALES. AN ANGELFISH, WHOSE
SCALES FLASH SIGNS REQUEST-
ING INFORMATION ON YAZJU,
DRIFTS PAST. MUTED UNDER-
WATER SOUNDS OF WAVES,
WHALES HUMPING AND DOL-
PHINS SINGING ARE PIPED IN
THROUGH UNSEEN CONTROLS.
HUNGRY ICONS WAFT TOWARD
THE BOWL'S UPPER OPENING,
THEIR FISH-SHAPED MOUTHS
BEGGING FOR FOOD. THERE ARE
ABOUT 50 OR 60 ICONS sSWIM-

MING AND COUNTLESS
ANIMATIONS FLOATING AROUND.
| SCAN THEIR AUTHENTICODES.
NO SIGN OF MY MEET. SHE'S
GOTTA BE HERE TONIGHT,
THOUGH. SHE PROMISED. EVEN
HER MAIL SAID SHE'D MEET ME
HERE. A COUPLE OF SWEEPS
LATER, THERE'S STILL NO SIGN

OF HER.

MY CONSOLATION PRIZE IS

THAT 1 O OTHER ICONS I'M

FAMILIAR WITH ARE HERE.
MAYBE ONE OF THEM CAN PRO-
VIDE ME WITH THE INFORMATION
I'M AFTER. REDUX MATERIAL-
IZES OUT OF THE VOID AND
SHIMMIES OVER TO ME.

"EXCITING NEWS?" | SAY.

MY WORDS FORM BUBBLES AND,

DRIFT UPWARD.

HIS EYES DART ABOUT. IT
LOOKS LIKE HE'S AFRAID TO
BE CAUGHT ONLINE. LOOKING
OVER HIS DORSAL FIN, HE JACKS
INTO A PRIVATE CHANNEL. A
HUGE BUBBLE SWELLS AROUND
PRIVATE

HIM. | MATCH THE

SHIELD AND ENTER THE BUBBLE.

"COME ON, SPILL 1T,
WAZUP?" | SAY AGAIN. NO
BUBBLES THIS TIME.

His VOICE s TENSE:

"SHIBA,IWASTALKINGTOTHE
PROPHETS AND SOMETHING'S
COMING. SOMETHING BAD is
GOING DOWN AND THE WEB'S

GONNA BET HIT."

"REDUX, CALM DOWN.
NOTHING CAN TOUCH UsS HERE.
IT'S SAFE." | FLICK A PLAYFUL
FIN IN HIS DIRECTION. "MAYBE
THE PROPHETS WERE TALKING
ABOUT THE WEBS IN YOUR
BRAIN, MY MAN. THE WEB is
SAFE."

HE DOESN'T BUY IT. MY
STOMACH TURNS AS HE GLARES
DEEP INTO MY EYES. "LOOK
SHIBA, DON'T TELL ANYONE 1
WARNED YOU, M OUT OF HERE.

THE PRIVATE MODE DIS-

ABLES AS REDUX DISAPPEARS

WITH A "POP." NO MORE

BUBBLE, ONLY EMPTY SEA. |
SCAN THE SITE ONCE MORE.

SHE'S STILL NOT HERE. MAYBE

ITS FOR THE BEST. ESPE-
CIALLY IF REDUX IS RIGHT.
A SHOCK WAVE SCREAM

HITS THE FISHBOWL. MY EARS
GO NUMB AS | MORPH BACK TO
HUMAN. ALL AROUND, ICONS
CHANGE FORM, TRYING TO ES-
CAPE, DARTING ABOUT OR
FLAILING LIKE DROWNING MEN.
THOSE CAUGHT IN THE WAKE
OF THE SCREAM ARE TORN
APART OR SPLIT BETWEEN TWO
RUNTIME PROGRAMS.

THE CURTAIN OF THE
FISHBOWL'S OUTER WALLS
TEAR. TWO HOLES EXPOSE
PARTS OF THE SECTOR'S NEXT-
DOOR NEIGHBORS. "HOME!" 1
YELL, DESPERATELY TRYING TO
GET THE PANIC COMMAND TO
WORK. JuUusT

NO GOOD.

BUBBLES. MY SYSTEM IS FRO-
ZEN. THE SHOCK WAVE RIPPLES
IN. | CLOSE MY EYES, EXPECT-
ING TO BE SHREDDED WHEN IT
HITS.

A TECHNICOLOR FLASH
FILLS MY VISION ONCE AGAIN.
BLURRY IMAGES. COLORS. TEX-
TURES. WATER DEPARTS. THE
BRIGHT AND FAMILIAR WORLD
DISAPPEARS, FADING INTO THE

PAST. AN UMBILICAL CORD
SHOOTS ME UPWARD THROUGH
THE CHAOS, ANOTHER PINPRICK
HOLE IN THE ELECTRONIC SKY.
I REACH OUT. BLOOD RUSHES
THROUGH MY EARS. DEAFEN-
ING. LOUD.
AND THEN

SILENCE



REALITY JERKS MY MIND

BACK INTO MY BODY. DARK-

NESS COVERS ME LIKE A
BLANKET. MY SENSES ARE ON
OVERLOAD. ADRENALINE PUMPS
PURE THROUGH MY VEINS. BACK
ARCHES. CAN'T BREATHE. FIN-
GERS CLUTCH FDR MY NECK.
MY. FINGERS.
MONITOR IN FRONT OF MY
FACE DISPLAYS <VITAL SIGNS
NORM=.

GOD.

I'M IN A ROOM WITH FOUR
WALLS. STRANGE OBJECTS AND
MELTING COLORS OCCUPY THE
ROOM. THE AIR IS WARM, STALE.
THE SMELL OF BURNT MEAT
MIXED WITH OZONE FILLS THE
ROOM. WHERE AM 1?7 MY HEART
RACES. BUTTERFLIES CHASE
EACH OTHER IN MY STOMACH.
STRAIGHT AHEAD, ON TOP OF A
BROWN BOX, RESTS THE ONLY
FAMILIAR OBJECT, A DIABLO
6G SURF DECK. A GREEN LED
LIGHT FLASHES TO THE SOUND
OF A SPINNING HARD DISK.

I TURN MY HEAD TO THE
RIGHT. A LARGE CIRCULAR
VIEWPORT EXPOSES AN OUT-
SIDEWORLD.FOURTRIANGULAR
IMAGES WAVE IN THE AIRFOIL
OUTSIDE. CONFETTI SQUARES
POUR DOWN FROM ABOVE, SOME
STICKING TO THE PORTAL'S
PLASTIC. EVERYTHING IN THIS
WORLD SEEMS LIFELESS AND
DISMAL; DRAB HUES OF BRAY
AND BLUE COLOR THIS WORLD.
NOTHING SEEMS FAMILIAR.

STANDING UP, | WALK AWAY
FROM THE DIABLO. BEHIND IT
APPEAR THREE MORE OBJECTS.
A THIN, CLEAR METAL RECTAN-
GULAR FORM SITS SUSPENDED
BETWEEN TWO CYLINDRICAL
COLUMNS.

NEXT TO IT ON

EITHER SIDE LOUNGE TwWO UP-
WARD-SLOPING SQUARES.
CLOSEREXAMINATION REVEALS
THAT THEY'RE SMOOTH AND
SOFT. MY BREATH BECOMES
SHORT ONCE AGAIN. STILL,

NOTHING SEEMS FAMILIAR.
ABOVE THIS ARRANGEMENT,
COLORED OBJECTS HANG ON
THE WALL, PINNED BY UNSEEN
FORCES. wWIiLD DESIGNS
SPLASHED WITH COLOR COM-
POSE THE

INNER IMAGES. NOwW

THIS IS UNREAL, | THINK, AS |
HEAD BACK TO THE DIABLO

AND SIT DOWN.

I SLIDE MY HANDS DOWN MY
SIDES. WARM MEAT. THEY HIT
SOMETHING COLD AND HARD
BENEATH ME. A CHAIR, | THINK.
THIS IS A CHAIR. [} INHALE
DEEPLY. NOW WE'RE GETTING
SOMEWHERE. | TURN MY HEAD
ONCE MORE TO THE RIGHT. THE
TRIANGULAR SHAPE IS NOW
TAKING ON A DIFFERENT AP-
PEARANCE. ITS OUTLINE
BECOMES MORE PRONOUNCED,
FEATHERY. I

CAN SEE INDI-

VIDUAL LINES WAVING IN THE
BREEZE. THAT'S A TREE, AND
IT'S RAINING OUTSIDE. A SMILE
CRAWLS ACROSS MY FACE AS
THE WORLD SLOWLY DILATES
BACK INTO RECOGNITION.

I GRAB THE BASE OF THE
CHAIR. ARM MUSCLES TIGHTEN
AS | FORCE MY BODY TO RISE.

ONLINEUNLINE REAL LINE

UNREAL UNREALITY REALITY
HOME, MY MIND CYCLES. HOME,
BUT HOW? THE ELECTRODES
ARE STILL TAPED FIRMLY TO MY
SCALP. THEY'RE STILL HOT TO

THE TOUCH, TOO. STANDING
HALFWAY UP, THE SHOCK AND
SOUND OF WEB CONNECTION

BUZZ AROUND ME. ONCE AGAIN

| FEEL THE ADRENALINE JOLT
RUSH THROUGHOUT MY BODY.
THE CRISP EDGES OF REALITY
FADE AWAY AS MY MIND ENTERS
THE WEB,

BLACKNESS ENSHROUDS MY
VISION. | RAISE MY ARM, REACH-
ING,

GRASPING TRYING TO

DEFINE WHAT IS HAPPENING.
WHAT THE HECK?

NOTHING HOLDS ME, NOTH-
ING CONTAINS ME. NAUSEA AND
DEJA-VU TUG DEEPLY AT MY
STOMACH. I'VE DONE THIS
BEFORE. THE DOT, THE LINE,
THE UMBILICAL CORD. I'M BE-
ING JUMPED DOWN THE DATA
STREAM. THE BRIGHT
TECHNICOLOR FLASH MARKS
THE LAST LEG OF MY SPLIT-
SECOND JOURNEY AND | FIND
MYSELF BACK...

...TO WHERE THE FISHBOWL
USED TO BE.

| STAND IN THE MIDDLE OF
WHAT LOOKS LIKE THE SITE OF A
VIRUS BOMB EXPLOSION. VOICES
ECHO WITHIN THE DESOLATE
SPACE. | ALMOST EXPECT TUM-
BLEWEEDS TO ROLL PAST AT ANY
MOMENT. EVERYTHING is IN RUIN.
THE SHOCK WAVE HAS TORN TwWO
GIANT HOLES IN THE OUTER WALLS
OF THE FISHBOWL. FLASHING
PALMS AND PARTIALLY EXPOSED
SITE MATTER LITTER THE AREA.
THE UNDERWATER SOUNDS OF
MAMMALS ARE REPLACED BY
STATIC AND CLICKS. ICONS WHO
WEREN'T FORTUNATE ENOUGH
TO ESCAPE THE WAVE HANG SUS-
PENDED, RUNNING WHAT IS LEFT
OF THEIR RUNTIME PROGLETS.
THE ICON FLASHING MESSAGES
ACROSS HIS SCALES IS ONE OF
THE UNLUCKY ONES. "YA JU" IS
THE ONLY THING LEFT VISIBLE.
YA JU REMINDS ME OF THE VOO-

DOO WORDS FOR BAD KARMA,



AND | SHUDDER WHILE CROSS-

ING MYSELF.

WEBSPINNERS FROM ALL-
OVER THE GLOBE RESURFACE,
DEVASTATION WRITTEN ON THEIR
FACES. | FEEBLY SMILE AND AC-
KNOWLEDGE THEIR PRESENCE. WE
ARE OUT OF OUR LEAGUE HERE.
NO ONE KNOWS WHAT TO DO OR
SAY NEXT. THIS IS OUR COMMON
BOND. WE'RE SURVIVORS OF A
FATEWORSE THAN THE DESTRUC-

TION OF OUR PLANET.

"SHIT, MAN. NOW WHAT DO

WE DO?" A DARK-FACED ICON

SPITS TO KEEP FROM WEEPING.

KICKING A BLOCK OF SAND
ouUuT OF MY WAY, I WANDER
OVER TO HIM AND PLACE MY
HAND ON HIS SHOULDER. "I
GUESS WE REBUILD,” | TELL
HIM, MY VOICE LITTLE MORE
THAN A WHISPER. "THAT'S
WHAT WE DO, RIGHT? NOTHING
HAS EVER STOPPED US FROM
BUILDING AND CREATING, SO
WHY SHOULD THIS STOP US

NOw?"

A BALL OF LIGHT APPEARS,
CENTIMETERS ABOVE MY PALM.
I WAVE MY HAND AND WHISPER
A FEW COMMANDS INTO THE
BALL. THE GLOBE EXPANDS AND
BRIGHTENS AS ENERGY FLOWS
INTO IT. AROUND ME, OTHERS

ARE DOING THE SAME THING.

CONCENTRATING ON THE

HOLES, | REBUILD THE SITE'S
OUTER WALL. THIS TIME, | EVEN
DESIGN AN ADDED BONUS, A
PREVENTATIVE WARNING SYS-
TEM IN CASE ANOTHER SHOCK
WAVE HITS THE WEB AGAIN. A
FEW SECONDS LATER, THE PRO-
GRAM RUNS SEAMLESSLY AND
ENTERS THE MAIN DIRECTORY

OF THE SITE.

SOON, WEBSPINNERS
BAND TOGETHER TO REBUILD
THE SITE. THE CUBES AND
GRIDLINES MARKING THE AD-
MINISTRATIVE LEVEL OF THE
SITE DISAPPEAR BEHIND THE
FAMILIAR FORMS OF SAND,
ROCKS AND WATERY FERNS.
THEN THE FISHBOWL'S ENVI-
RONMENTAL CONTROLS KICK
BACK ONLINE. THE PALMS AND
FLOWERS SPROUT UP, WAVING
IN THE

"SEA" ONCE MORE.

EVEN THE ROCKS AND

OUTCROPPINGS THAT MARK
THE HIDDEN NICHES MATERI-
ALIZE FROM

THE SAND.

RESTORED, THE FISHBOWL

LOOKS THE SAME; YET,
THERE'S SOMETHING DARK

LOOMING IN THE CODE. THE
INESCAPABLE PRESENCE OF
ESCAPING DEATH HANGS THICK

EVERYWHERE.

THE FISH WON'T SWIM SO
FREELY ANYMORE.

MY FRIEND? NOWHERE TO
BE FOUND. | HOPE SHE MADE IT,
BUT | CAN'T BE SURE. EVEN IF
OUR PATHS CROSS AGAIN,
WHO'S TO SAY WE WILL REC-
OGNIZE EACH OTHER?

EVERYTHING'S CHANGED.
NO MATTER HOW MUCH THINGS
GET BACK TO NORMAL, THE OLD
RULES ARE GONE. THERE ARE
GHOSTS IN THE FISHBOWL, AND
COLD WINDS ONLINE.

WE ARE NOT SAFE. WE WERE
NEVER SAFE. WE CAN NEVER
FEEL SAFE AGAIN.

WE ARE THE BRIGHT, LIVING
SHELLS OF WHAT WAS, THE
SAVIORS OF THE RUINS. WE'VE
EXPERIENCED THE WORST BACK-
LASH THE WEB HAS EVER SEEN,
AND SURVIVED. OTHERS,
THOUGH, WERE NOT SO FORTU-
NATE. WE'VE ALL LOST FAMILY
HERE, AND EVEN AS THE FIN-
GERS START POINTING AND THE
ASSURANCES TRICKLE DOWN,
THERE'S A CHILL IN THE HEART
OF THE DIGITAL WEB.

OUR WORLD CRASHED ONCE
IN A WHITEOUT STATIC HAZE.
WHO'S TO SAY IT WON'T DO
SO AGAIN? AND NEXT TIME, WE
MAY NOT BE SO LUCKY.

WHY MUST IT ALL FEEL SO

FRAGILE?






The Internet isfull. Go home.
— poster for benicetobears.com

This is a book about being there.

Where is "there," exactly? That's simple. It's neither
where you are nor where | am. It's where we are together.

Take this example: You and | talk on the phone. We
may be at opposite ends of the country, but for all intents
and purposes, we're in the same room. That room does not
exist in our "material" reality, but nevertheless, we are
there. We can hear each other clearly. With effort, we can
practically sense each other's presence. In material terms,
though, we are not in the same room. We're here, not there.

You and | can't step into that room. We may be aware
of it, but we can't enter it physically — yet.

Some people can.

This is a book about those people, that room, and the
stories that take place in there.

Reality 2.0

The meat isrotting. That's no big surprise to anyone. For
the last three decades, the Virtual Adepts have been trying to
prepare aplace online for humanity (or at least the good parts
of it) to move when the vulturesfinally feast. In their comer:
the wild idealists of the Etheric Cybernautical Society, and a
few clueful mortals. Against them: The Technocracy (would-
be CEOs of Creation, who were none too pleased with the
merger between the Virtual Adeptsand the Traditions), afew
random elements like Neffies and Mad Ballz, and a horde of
clueless mortals. The ring: a new, essentialy free Zone, a
Noah's Ark for the future of humanity. The rules: what rules?

Well, on reflection, everyone noticed one really big
rule: Don't crash the Net. As the contestants for Reality 2.0
soon discovered, large or violent shifts in the strands of the



Web cause the whol e area to shut down. At best, aso-called
"Whiteout" kicks Webspinnersofflinein ahurry. At worst,
it can kill.

On November 10, 1997, it killed — a lot.

For three eternal seconds, it all went away. Every
connection between RealSpace and Webspace was shat-
tered by a gargantuan wave of pure White. When things
came back online, dozens were dead, hundreds were dazed,
crazy or catatonic, and decades of formatting had been
undone or corrupted. In the mortal world, screens went
blank, networks froze and data disappeared. In the deeper,
more magickal levels of the Web, the damage was far more
severe.

Now the rebooting begins.

One additional complication: Although both the Ad-
epts and the Technocrats planned to eventually bring
"normal” humans online to share their new paradise, no
one anticipated the sudden explosion of Net-mania... or
the traffic that would come with it. With very little help
from Awakened conspirators, the "sheep" turned the Net
inside-out practically overnight. The "Information Boom"
of the '90s hasturned an Elite playground into all that isbest
and worst about humanity. Even worse (to someviews), the
new technology, perceptions and creativity that came with
the Boom blurred the lines between Sleepers and the

Talkin'the Talk

Hone yer biochop, heebo! The language
of the Web is always changing, and what was
spicy years ago sounds totally VI now.
— Anarchy: Despite sterectypes, anarchy's
=== concepts are based on the abolition of govern-
ment and the self-government that allows for
that abolition. Most people forget the | atter part.

Bleaters(a.k.a. Bleats): Derogatory slang
for Sleeper end-users. Inspired by the sound
sheep make when stepped on.

Biochop (a.k.a. Meatspeak): Conversation.

Brand: Spinner punishment where the offender has
his icon labeled with a blazing stigma. (See rawhiding.)

Buzzbomb: A rogue hacker-mage (often an ex-Virtual
Adept) who causes trouble for the hell of it.

CGl: Computer Generated Imaging.

Chaos Dump: A horrible fate in which a spinner's
consciousness is split between her body and her disrupted
icon, which shattersinto afractal pattern. Worse than death.

Conduit: A passage between sectors.

Constraint Realm: A sector formatted to accept cer-
tain kinds of icons or activities, and to bar others. (See
Prelude for example.)

Awakened to such a degree that even the magi are often
confused. Once again, the vaunted Awakened and Enlight-
ened Ones have underestimated the so-called "Sleepers.”
Reality 2.0 has just grown far more complicated than
anyone was prepared to handle.

Welcome to the Net, heebo. The future is now!

How To RTFM

For the most part, Digital Web 2.0 is presented "in
character" — that is, through the eyes of its masters, the
Virtual Adepts. SITE I: UNCLE TOAD'S NET TOUR
offers aguided trip through the important parts and parties
of the modern Net. SITE 2: LIFE ONLINE dives headlong
into the societies, manners and particulars of spinner life.
SITE 3; SECTORS AND AVATARS takes you into the
Spy's Demise, passing by other important sites and legends
as you go. SITE 4. ADMINISTRATION goes into
gamespeak, offering Storytellers ahost of hints about Web-
based chronicles. SITE 5: PROGRAMMING SYSTEMS
offers the rules of the game and a plethoraof toys, and SITE
6: RUNNING IN THE REAL WEB rounds the book out
with details about online gaming.

What're you waiting for? Armageddon? I've seen it,
and the movie blows.

Point and click..

Corrupted Web: Sector that
has been twisted into a mind-
and-soul-ruining mass.

Cryptkeeper (a.k.a. Crypter):
Old (or old-fashioned) Virtual Adept. The name
is a play on words, crossing "encryption” with the name
of a crotchety old E.G. horror comics character.

CT: Conspiracy Theorist; also called a Mulder.

Data Beasts (a.k.a. Zerks): "Living" incarnations of
information gone mad, or artificial creatures specifically
created to cause trouble.

De-Rez: To disrupt another spinner's icon, booting
him offline.

Digital Dollz: Artificial icons, run by basic pro-
gramsand possessingsingul arly shallow personalities. People
who aren't really people.

Drag (a.k.a. Lag, Thrashing): Localized slowing of
time caused by overuse, congestion or careless magick.

Eclectronics. Skillfully changing icons to suit differ-
ent social groups or sectors.

Egg-Burning: Frying your brain, often through online
trauma or sensory overload. This term is based on those
"this is your brain on drugs' commercials.




FAQ: Frequently Asked Questions, a kind of help file
posted to Usenet newsgroups, on Web pages, or appended
to user'smanuals.

FOAD: Fuck Off And Die.

Formatted Web: A sector that has been set into a
pattern, as opposed to open and unformatted space. (See
Virgin - Web.)

Fractal: A somewhat symmetrical pattern caused by
chaotic, dynamic activity.

FREEKS: Free Ranging Electronic Encroachment Kill
Systems—countermeasure icons that threaten Webspinners

with various messy ends.

Fuzz: To de-rez someone or something.

FWIW: For What It's Worth.

Glip: A Whiteout; possibly based on the sound of a
computer warning.

GODZ: Spinners who have assumed some "divine"
status, either through worship, P.R., accomplishments, or
all three.

Grid Sector: A sector dominated by Sleepersand their
business.

Hamburger Country (a.k.a. Meatsville and a host of
variants): Where the meat comes from; |10W, the mate-
rial world.

Haunt: Place inhabited by aliteral ghost
in the machine.




Heebo: Affectionate term for "kid" or "dummy." Ori Ironteeth: A cyborg; also used to denote a badass,

gins unknown. Technocrat or both. A variation, OI' Irontooth, refers to
Icon: The virtual representation of a person; a the Technocracy as a whole.

Webspinner's online "saf," usually customized with what- IT: Information Technology; 10W, computers, the

ever features the user wants to display. Net, media, and all the technology associated with them.

IMHO: In My Humble Opinion.
IOW: In Other Words.
Iron: Techno-

logical hardware
(See Fplat.) -

Junkland: A horribly screwed-
up sector, often caused by
bad formatting or a




Lame If you have to ask, you probably are.

Madball: A Marauder.

Meat: The physical body.

MU*: A generalized term referring to any form of
multi-user domain, including MUD, MUSH, MUCK,
MOO, LP, and others.

NDTWR: I'm Not Dignifying That With a Response.

Neffie: A Nephandus. Also called Billy-Boys.

Netizen: Someone who spends enough time in VR to be
considered a"citizen," asopposed to askipper or trendie (q.v.).

Offline: Literally, off the Net; figuratively, away from
the rest of the group.

Parallaxing: Creating several different icons and "liv-
ing" through them simultaneously.

Pix-e Dust: The invisible trail of log ons and switches
that follows an icon who moves between conduits.

Prog: Program; also short for "progressive."

Rawhiding: Catching an annoying spinner and giving
him a brand.

Realtime: Instantaneous; without a delay.

Real Space: Old term for the material world.

RSN: Real Soon Now.

RTFM: Read The Fucking Manual.

Sector: An area that has been formatted into a stable
environment; IOW, a Realm in the Web.

Skipper: A loser who breezes through sectors without
taking the time to

actually get to
know anyone (or
get to be known).
In short, a poseur
with no sense of com-
mitment. Often
mocked in passing.
("Hey, Sipper! Wazup?")

Skweeb: A treacherous spinner, known for betrayal or
other Lame behavior. Based on the sound of a rat being
sucked into a jet engine.

SO: Significant Other.

Spice: Balls, savvy, chutzpah. Also powerful
technomagick.

Splat: Biotech hardware. (See Iron.)

SRVRZ (a.k.a. TechnoTurf): Short for "Secured and
Restricted Virtual Reality Zone," these sectors provide
home bases for Technocracy agents.

Stacked File: A landmark sector known for tranquil-
lity, fun or inspiration.

Trendie: A newbie (also newbi) who got into
cyberspace because everyone else was doing it.

Trogs: People who never get online and know nothing
about it (although they think they know enough to make
decisions about Web activity).

Twip: A minor annoyance being deleted. Derived
fromthe sound of atwink or twit going "blip" and di sappear-
ing. Also averb ("Somebody twip this bleater already.")

Unformatted Web: Virgin Web (g.v.).

V1: Version One, that is, obsolete.

Virgin Web: Unformatted Webspace, eagerly sought
by spinners.

Wazup?: "What's up?'

Webspinner (a.k.a. Spinner, Webber): A Netizen.

Wetware: A human, or morespecifically, ahuman brain

Whiteout: A localized crash, usually brought on by
careless magick. To "White" something or someone is to
trigger a Whiteout.

WIBNI: Wouldn't It Be Nice If...?

Witchy-Poo: A Verbenaor other pagan mage; derived
from the villain on H.R Puffinstuff.

WMTFM: Who Made This Fucking Mess? A common
question after a Whiteout.

WYSIWYG: What You See Is What You Get.






SITE I
ONCLE

TOAD'S
NET TOOR

Give me forged histories. Ludicrous assertions. Naive hopes.
Spaced-outicons. Whimsical elixirs. Doppleganger technopoliticians.
Time and vision all dressed up and no space to go.

—R.U. Sirius, "Skyward Zeitgeist Pinata"

[Entering alt.secretsocieties.adeptusvirtualis]

[Password accepted]

[Initiating VR conference mode...]

[Fatal hardware error detected. VR conference mode

disabled.]

[Initiating text mode...]

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

All right. Now that we have the last of our sightseers,
let's get started. Glad to see you finally made it. Too had
your VR rig's on the blink. Guess you'll have to get by on
text only. Hope you read fast.

Okay, boys and girls, welcome to Uncle Toad's Wild
Ride. It won't he much of a ride for anyone who can't see the
pictures, hut pay attention to what | show you tonight, ‘cause
this stuff might mean the difference between you living to the
age of 25 or the EMTSs carting you away from your burnt-out
rig, wondering how those goggles melted to your face.

| know you've all been around the Web and seen some
of what it's got. Hell, most of you were confirmed Net-
junkies before you knew that Awakening even existed. But
trust me, you al have something to learn here today. | know
you'll all ignore some of what | say, and some of you'll ignore
*everything* | say, but don't come to me for sympathy
when you find yourself on the wrong side of some H-K code
construct.

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

Are we supposed to think you know everything or
somethin'?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

| ain't claiming to know everything. |'m & so not twisting
your arm to makeyou listen to thisstuff. Y ou can go anytime
you want, but shippin' out now'd be pretty dumb.

Sowhy am | telling you all this? Frankly, it's'cause I've
seen enough of my friends get dumped. | don't mean the soft



de-rezzing shit you might have heard about. | mean the hard
dump that fries your meat back home. Yeah, the
Technocracy's got some mean dudes in the Net, but they
ain't the only onesto watch out for. If | can stop acouple of
you from becoming packetslost on aloosewire, I'll consider
it time well spent.

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

Oh, THANK YOU for sparing afew precious moments
for those of us still wallowing in the slime, O Great Lord.
We're not worthy.

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Can it and listen up. Let's get this tour underway.
Everyone step into the center of the vehicle and make sure
to hang on tight. Parts of this ride get a little bumpy....

HISTORY OF THE WEB

The major advances in civilization are processes
that all but wreck the societies in which they occur.

- E.B. White, One Man's Meat

The first thing we're gonna do is talk
about the history of the Digital Web. We're
starting with this ‘cause the first step in un-
derstanding the Web is learning how it came
to be. Current facts are nothing without back-
ground. It's like practicing science without
philosophy: You wind up with a dangerous thing that's
barely under control. Let me load this little rote | wrote (I
love saying that), and... it'sready. Watch the windows. |'ve
turned 'em into display screens so you can see images of
what I'mtalkingabout. (I'mafraid ourtardy friend will have
to make do with reading.)

Ancient History

This sourpuss you see here is Charles Babbage, the first
of what | call The Big Three, the three men most directly
responsible (at least in my mind, though alot of folkstend to
agree) for the evolution of the Digital Web as we know it
today. Yeah, none of them lived long enough to see their
accomplishments, but that's pretty much the way it is with
great people. They see things the Sleeper world's not ready to
handle, and the full effects finally hit years or decades later.

[Input address = 197.292.504.42]

| heard of him. Didn't he invent some big mechanical
calculator or something?

[Input address= 1023.1023.1023.9]

You could call it that. You see that mechanical mon-
strosity next to him in the picture? That's the original
Difference Engine, the ancestor of the modern computer.

Charles Babbage was an Electrodyne Engineer (the
original name of the Sons of Ether), and he invented the
Engine in the early 1800's. It's based on the idea that you
can solve complicated equations without using multiplica-
tion or division. You only need to repeatedly add and
subtract in small increments. (Don't ask me for the details
on the theory — I'm no mathematician.) Babbage had some
problems at first, but once he got his machine running, it
could solve any equation you gave it.

A little clique of Etherites sprang up around Babbage;
they called themselves "the Difference Engineers," after the
invention they obsessed over. They modified and improved
the engine, replacing the hand crank with steam power and
enhancing its mechanical memory capacity until it became
a pretty reliable means of storing and retrieving informa-
tion. Here you can see what one of these Engines |looked
like. Pretty rad, in aVictorian sorta way. These improved
Engines led to the first theory of the information Sphere:*
the concept that reality is made of information and shaped
by manipulating the facts. Most of the rest of the Order of
Reason thought the Difference Engineers were nuts, but
we're used to that by now. As for the theory itself, well, at
itsbaseit'sessentially Advanced Magick Paradigms 101 —
you know, the idea that the Big Boys have been fighting
over since the 1400s? The old guys didn't use machines, but
the concept is the same: Change the paradigm and you
change the reality.

But | digress—

"Virtually There"

By themselves, Difference Engineswerebasically com-
plicated toys. Another device gavethe Difference Engineers
the kick in the pants they needed: the telephone. Alexander
Graham Bell, the second of the Big Three, invented the
telephone in 1876, and things really started to get interest-
ing. By 1880, Difference Engineers all over the U.S. were
experimenting with the device, communicating instantly
with friends in other cities. Sure, we think nothing about
picking up the phone and calling the other side of the globe
now, but in those days it was a big deal to be able to talk to
someone across the state, never mind across the country.

The telephone converts sounds into electrical im-
pulses and then back again on the far end. This inspired
visions of electrical mini-Difference Engines. The thought
of electrical Engines communicating and calculating in-
stantly across any distance got the Engineers psyched; they
realized the combinationwould allow themtofreeinforma-
tion from any constraints or boundaries. Some of you, if you
paid any attention to your FAQ sheets, will recognize this
as the basis of the Virtual Adepts philosophy.



Here we find the origin of our Tradition name. The
ideaof electrical Engines got everyone worked up, and most
debates about the best way to implement them happened
over the phone. It was a helluva lot easier than writing
letters or gathering everyone in one spot.

The Difference Engineersrealized that during a phone
call, the participants experienced a non-existent, shared
space. Neither person actually stood beside the other, but
they were both together in some way, communicating. This
space obviously existed *somewhere,* but no one could see
it. At first, they described this as "the place where tele-
phone conversations take place," aplace that was "virtually
there" to those who communicated within it. In time, an
Engineer named Dr. Stewart Blacksin postulated that the
telephone had opened up anew Umbral Realm, onefounded
on the Theory of Correspondence, where all things related
to asingle unified location. Obsessed with communicating
only in this virtual space, a pack of Engineers renamed
themselves the Virtual Adepts.

(Brief Digression #1: Some scruffy old dudes claim that
theWeb isreally aRealm named Mount Qaf, aplace that used
to belong to an ancient Tradition called the Ahl-i-Batin. My
history's fuzzy on that point, but | don't believe it; people are
alwaystryingtotakeaway yourglory. It'slikesaying Columbus
didn't really discover America, or something.)

By the turn of the century, the Adepts built the first
practical electrical computers. For a while, they worked
with the Sons of Ether to create the design, but then the
Etherites defected to the Council of Nine and communica-
tion got rough. Then the World Wars and communist
revolutions exploded onto the scene, and the Technocracy
tied up all its resources trying to control the outcome. The
Adepts managed to improve their tech even though they
constantly had to dance to the Technocracy's tune. Still,
there were no real conceptual leapsuntil the arrival of Alan
Turing, the third of the Big Three.

Turing Discovers the Web

Some say the Digital Webwouldn't exist if not for Alan
Turing. I'm not sure that's true, but no other single man,
beforeor since, has had as much impact on it. Inthe '40s and
early '50s, Turing was the most Elite of the Adepts. The first
computers he invented were at least five times as powerful
asanything else the Adepts had at the time. He broke secret
Nazi codes and fed them to England to help the Allies win
World War Il. According to most sources, ("official” ones,
anyway), he invented the trinary computer, and discovered
(or created, depending on who you ask) virtual reality.

[Input address = 197.292.504.42]

I've heard about trinary computers, but | don't realy
know what they are.

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

How long you been an Adept, kid?




[Input address = 197.292.504.42]

Three days.

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

No shit. Welcome to the gang! All right, let me
explain. Most computers operate in a binary language of
ones and zeros, the logical states of "Yes' and "No." Trinary
computers aso understand the value -1, giving them a third
logical state, "Maybe." These computers can use the same
kind of "fuzzy logic" as the human brain, making them alot
more powerful than the most advanced Sleeper machines...
and perfect for our special brand of technomagick.

[Input address = 197.292.504.42]

Are they expensive? Where can | get one?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Tak to me after class, and I'll give you the email
address of a guy | know who'll give you a decent deal.

(End Brief Digression #3)

Anyway, Turing started experimenting with the idea
of intelligent machines. He wondered if reality itself could
be defined asa set of equations; if it could, he could program
it. Turing negotiated atruce with the Sons of Ether and got
them working with the Adepts. They used his trinary
computer designsto build alogical model of reality *inside*
the computer — a place that existed virtually. Turing
figured that if someone could actually reach this place in a
metaphysical state, he would experience avirtual version of
reality. The term "virtual reality" was coined.

Turing had limited memory for his VR program, but
I've heard it had afew roomsbig enough for aperson to walk
through. Not happy with the limitations, Turing decided to
experiment. He developed special machines and proce-
dures that allowed him to project his Avatar into the
computer memory through a phone line (the techniques we
use today are mostly refinements of Turing's work). While
inside the computer'svirtual reality, he started working out
some deeply esoteric computations; his colleagues outside
the machine-realm did the same. Theoretically, the work
could eventually digitize the computer into itself, expand-
ing its memory to infinity.

Unfortunately, Turing never got out of the computer
alive. According to some stories, his meat was scrapped by
a couple of assassins (either from the NWO or the British
Secret Service — stories vary); others say he made an error
in hiscalculations, whilestill others say he meant to anchor
himself in the Web and transcend his flesh. (By that time,
Turing had been totally disgraced by being "outed" as a
homosexual — *not* something 1950s Britain was ready
to accept in its heroes!) The official story is that he
committed suicide, but don't you believe it. Whatever
happened, Turing was trapped when the computer physi-
cally folded itself into virtual reality. Some of the mages
who were there are alive today. They still have nightmares
about the screams they heard.



Some say Turing's computer wound up at Mount
Qaf and formatted a piece of it, which started the Web.
Other guys claim Turing's machine created the Digital
Web all on its own. There are even some folks who say
they've seen Turing's machine in the Web's dark cor-
ners, churning out new Virgin Web (more on that
later). Everyone talks and everyone has an opinion, but
no one knows the truth.

According to some cryptkeepers, that's where the
history of the Digital Web begins. | say their floating
point's off a decimal or two. Sure, the Web finally got its
start with Turing's accident (if you believe the folks who
say we only re-discovered the Realm, you could say the
Web got its *new* start at that point; either way, the Web
as we know it started when Turing recursed himself into
oblivion), but it didn't stop there. Despite the horror
stories, any Adept worth the name was soon hacking his
way into VR. Some went to search for Turing, some went
to go exploring, but most just went to get away from a
world that seemed to have nothing better to do than
produce death camps, nukes and purges.

(Brief Digression #4: If it seems like our gang has a
chip on its collective shoulder, consider our origins: ren-
egade idealists hemmed in by two massive wars, ahundred
smaller ones, and aworld of sheep too fucking stupid to see
their own damnation scrolling by on a TV screen. Add a
break with a world-spanning techno-conspiracy that be-
trayed its own ideals, the genocidal witch-hunt that
followed the break, and aforced marriage to a hidebound
bunch of Loonytoons, and you'd be grouchy, too. At least
we've got a higher purpose than those devos who just see
VR as an opportunity to flash or flame the world! Rant
concluded... for now.)

For awhile, the Web was the exclusive playground of
the Adepts, and we had a blast. But Sleeper reality started
catching up with our little games. Soon, the bleaters found
their way in. The Web hasn't been the same since.

The Sheep Go"MaMa!"

This spiky little ball isthe contraption they say really
started Sleeper involvement in the Web: Sputnik. The
first artificial satellite publicly put in orbit by bleaters, it
was the marvel of itsday. (Void Engineers— creepy little
dudes who run the Technocracy's answer to NASA — had
done the same decades earlier, but the Masses weren't
ready for that little fact yet... and even less ready for the
reasons the Voids had done it. Ever seen *Alien?*) The
fact that the Russians put it up had the Americans scared
shitless. The Cold War was in full swing, and the U.S.
government woke up in a cold sweat every night at the
thought of the Reds spying on 'em, using their little
satellite to guide their nukes to soft targets. So Ike
Eisenhower told the Department of Defense to figure out
away to protect against it, and they started the Advanced

Research Projects Agency. ARPA set out to build a de-
centralized military research network that could survive a
nuclear attack (at least partially, anyway) so that the U.S.
could still control its bombers and missiles for a counter-
attack if the Big One ever came. It took afew years, but in
1969, ARPANET went online, connecting four big uni-
versities across the country.

It didn't take long for the Adepts playing around in
the Web to notice. Some applauded; others were appalled.
The communication going back and forth across the wires
between the ARPANET computers was pretty much like
the ancient phone conversations that led the old Differ-
ence Engineers to recognize the existence of a virtual
world in the first place, and all of it happened in exactly
the same space. What | wouldn't give to have seen the
expression on the first Adept who realized that the "new
sector" he'd just run across had been imprinted by a
Sleeper! (Probably imprinted by Tim Berners-Lee. Man, if
that guy's *not* an Adept — and I've never seen an
indication that he is — he's pretty damned close!)

The Sleeper presence in the Web grew slowly at first,
mostly because the public at large didn't have much access
to computers. For awhile, the Net remained atoy and tool
for scientists and researchers. Even with that limitation,
though, the sheep had pulled a coupla” hundred host
machines online by the beginning of the '80s. That's when
things *really* sped up.

I'm sure you recognize what's on the screen right now.
By the mid-80s, the PC (not "politically correct,” moron,
"personal computer!") craze had computers going into
Sleeper homes by the thousands. At first, the only com-
puter-to-computer communication outside ARPANET
ran through BBS's; there, acomputer with a modem would
dial up to another computer and they could exchange
information — information that could be seen in the
Web. It didn't take long for companies to spring up and
take advantage of the possibilities. People wanted their
computers to talk to each other, and the first Internet
Service Providers came on the scene.

From there, everything happened in ajumble, with
computer and communication tech constantly changing
and improving. Trendies followed in awave, as they tend
to do, and the so-called "Information Superhighway"
(Gag! The guy who made *that* phrase up got coal in his
stocking, you can bet!) was soon bumper-to-bumper with
clueless newbies. The whole thing turned into a kind of
biofeedback loop, with each advance fueling research into
the next and each breakthrough coming more quickly
than the previous one. Before we knew it, there were
millions, then 10s of millions, of Sleepers using the Web.
Information was flying every which way, every day. The
trickle became a stream and then a flooded river. Oh, the
Technocracy tried to control it, but there was just too
much. It was glorious.



Then things got a little less glorious. Remember: Ev-
erything a Sleeper does with his computer, assuming he
does it online, has areflection in the Web. If he goesto an
online catalog and buys something, his icon walks into a
bare-bones shop in a Grid Sector. If he uses the Web for
research, his icon might go into a sector that looks like a
library, or gofromsector to sector pi cking up pamphletsand
books. If he goes online to take out his frustrations by
calling other Sleepers fucking idiots, we see his icon walk
around startingfires.

[Input address = 999.104.47.301]

Sowhat. He'sjust a Sleeper. How much trouble can he
cause?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

You'renotreally asnew at thisasthat questionimplies,
areyou? It might not beabigdeal to haveaSleeper walking
around starting a few small fires, but imagine 30 million
Sleepers in here, lots of 'em starting little fires, and afew
starting big ol' honkin' bonfires. Better yet, consider those
old dims who disposed of their garbage by dumping shit out
the windows. After awhile, it doesn't matter how big the
shit itself is. Shit is shit, and we were— and still are—in
it up to our armpits.

It got bad. Trash piled up in the cleanest sectors, and
Fate help you if you waded through a sector that no one
cleaned up regularly. Digital soot stained the walls, and
sometimes the whole Web smoldered. Some sectors burned
to the ground, consumed by Sleeper flame wars until they
dumped themselves and went offline for good. Others are
still buried under mountains of crap, gradually filled by
Sleepers typing endlesdy about nothing, or blasted by
millionsoffolksvoting about how somecommercial shown
during the Superbow! should end. Freedom of Information
has finally been achieved, and most Sleepers squander the
gift, abusing the Web and taking us down with them. Most
Sleepers still aren't ready for the freedom the Web gives
‘em. Anyone wonder why we call 'em "bleaters?' Or why
we've started fencing off their grazing grounds?

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

Listen to you, man, talking like a Technocrat. "Good
shepherds,” my ass! Y ou can't control Information; it wants
to be free. There's nothing you can do about it. Fencesonly
delay the inevitable. ANARCHY! NO FENCES! NO
LIMITS!

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Look kid, buy yourself aclue. Reality ain't static, and
nothing stays the same forever. Yeah, | used to think
anarchy was all good, and believed information had to be
set free. | *still* believe in the freedom of the facts, but |
learned one important thing in my 10 yearson thesevirtual
roads: Anarchy requiresresponsibility. You can't just tear
down the system and walk away.

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

Why not? Everybody should be ready to take care of
themselves, no matter what happens.

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Y ou remind me of aguy | knew who'd break into bank
systems and skim five bucksfrom every account. "Service
fees," y'know? Even called himself "Servis Feedr." What
an asshole. He figured he was stealing the banks' money.
When | pointed out that he was stealing the money of
normal folks, he said they should have put their money in
a bank with better security. What he didn't get was this:
People want to feel safe. You start fucking around with
their money or their credit accounts or any of that shit,
and they start looking for ways to stop you. They end up
wanting tighter security on things. They practically *ask*
for Big Brother to save them, and that plays right into the
hands of the Technocracy and its vision of static, mind-
less, but very safe conformity.

It comes down to this. You light a fire in a crowded
theater, you're responsible for the deaths when people
stampede. You give a kid a loaded gun, you're to blame
when he shoots someone. We gave the Sleepers a gun that
was bigger than we knew, and now we have to put on the
safety or take out the bullets.

(End Brief Digression # Whatever)

Anyway, let's get back on track. The hordes of Sleep-
ers in the Web started causing problems, both minor and
not so minor. That's when the big fight happened in the
Spy's Demise.

Showdown at the OK Demise

I'm not gonna go into a lot of detail about the Spy's
Demise here. Call it a neutral zone, a safe spot in the Web
where people set aside their differences and have a drink
in peace. Fighting's not allowed in the Demise, and spin-
ners who want to duke it out have to take it outside. One
day, acouple of groups decided they weren't gonnafollow
the rules anymore, and they used the Spy's Demise as their
private battlefield to settle some personal score. After
flinging around someheavy j uju, they Whited the place—
total crash. As | hear it, about a dozen people were
permanently de-rezzed, most of 'em bystanders. No one
knows what the idiots were fighting about, but no one's
seen 'em since.

You might not think a fight in some random neutral
sector would be abig deal, but the Demise ain't no random
neutral sector. It's the place where spinners from opposing
factions can meet and relax in peace, people conduct a lot
of business there. This has been going on for so long that the
Spy's Demise is a symbolic representation of Web com-
merce as a whole. The fight in the Demise caused lots of
trouble for Sleeper business on the Net, and practically
invited Syndicate reps to take over. Remember when Net
security, electronic commerce protocols and secure sockets



were such a big thing? The Syndicate had a field day,
putting clamps on the Net, lapping up the Sleepers' need for
security on the Web and extending the Technocracy's hold
on globa finance. Now, maybe that fight didn't directly
cause al that, but it sure didn't stop it from happening.
Some of the mages in that fight were Technocrats, though,
and a few others were hurt in the fallout.

From there, we started to learn the real meaning of
anarchy. Sleeper icons have become so advanced it's gotten
almost impossible to tell amortal from a mage. Sleeper flame
wars 52t some sectorsperpetually onfire. Theweight of all the
shit running down the streets put such a drain on the
processors in some areas of the Web that everything dragged
on its way through. Talking to someone sitting across from
youcouldtakesolongitfeltlikeyouwerewaitingfor asignal
to bounce out to Cerberus, and some sectors kept crashing
from the load of all the trash. Then what's-his-name in-
vented the Digital Dollz, and before long athird of the people
in the Web were artificial, too. Some newer Adepts went on
newbie-dumping campaigns, trashing Sleepers to keep 'em
out of the Net. (That's freedom of information for you!)
Throw in the occasional Whiteout from a big fight, and you
get apictureofthevile (but still oh-so-exhilarating) brew the
Web became. Until it all came crashing down.

Doissetep Goes" Twip"
...andThenSome

Yo! Anyonel Hey! WHERE'S DOISSETEP?
DOISSETEP DOESN'T ANSWER!!! YOU HEAR ME??
DOISSETEP DOESN'T ANSWER!!!

— frantic email posted by Chorly the Horla, 11/10/97

White Wednesday, the Great Crash of '97, was the
most painful three-second eternity of my life. On No-
vember 10, 1997, it all went down. Every sector, every
machine, every connection went dead. More than a
hundred Webspinners de-rezzed for good. Thousands
were hurtin' for weeks or months, and some never recov-
ered completely. Every sector that wasn't permanently
erased was damaged. When | finally got to log back in,
the place looked like the opening scene of *Termina-
tor,* with afew stragglers picking through the rubble of
an old nuclear blast.

For a while, we didn't know what caused the crash....

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

BULLSHIT! You cryptkeepers crashed the Web on
purpose. You were losing the Race and figured you could
dump everybody and have it all to yourself.

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]
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Y eah, you'reright. Wedeliberatel y crashed everythingand
killed ahunch of our friendsjust so we could wipethedateclean
and start a new Race with everyone at the same starting line.
Hello! Anybody home? That shit makes no sense. When the
Racefirst started, we had a head start. Thistime, everyone dse
already knowseverythingthey need togiveusarunfor our money.
Why the hell would we throw away our advantage like that?

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

YOU'RE JUST PISSED THAT EVERYONE FOUND
A WAY BACK IN! LAME-ASS CRYPTERFUCK!

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

[Twip.] Bye-bye.

As| wassaying, for awhile, wedidn't know what caused
the crash. We have our ways of finding shit out, though.
Eventually we heard about the destruction of Doissetep, a
badass Chantry deep intheUmbra. Rumorsdiffer onthecause,

CASTLES

We shape clay into a pot, but it is the

emptiness inside that holds whatever we want.
— anonymous Chinese anarchist

Now that you know alittle history, we're
gonna talk about exactly what the Web is.
Well, we'regonnatalk about what we * think*
the Web is, since the debate goes on and on
and on___

Most cosmologists call the Web a"Zone,"
a place-that-is-no-place-yet-touches-all-places. The meta-
physics and mathematics aren't as important as this ssmple
concept: It isanew reality, not a shadow of the old one. The
two may be linked, but they may very well be independent of
each other. Spinners of a theological bent speculate that the
Web resembl es the Earth before God or whatever brought it
into its final form. More humanocentric folks wonder if this
was like the world the earliest humans encountered, a place
of unformed possibilities and fluid laws. I've heard a few
theories claim that the Web is a semi-sentient creature or a
spirit entity, a god that's only beginning to wake up.

What feeds it? That's a tricky question. Based on the
incredible spread of the Net, its semi-electrical nature and
its undeniable mystick essence, the reigning theory specu-
lates that the Web consumes Quintessence energy from
computer users. The more effort and time people put into
computer-based work, the more the Net grows. The more it
grows, the more it consumes. Computer users feel the burn
in the form of headaches, backaches, carpal tunnel syn-
drome and a dozen other aliments that hardly existed before
the Information Age.

Can the Net sustain itself without that daily input from
Hamburger Country? That, my friends, isavery troubling
question. We don't know yet.

but from what we've been able to piece together, the stupid
fucks blew themselves sky-high. Whatever happened, the
shock wave tore the hell out of everything connected to the
Chantry, and gee oh wow! there just happened to be about a
half-dozen backdoors into Doissetep via the Digital Web.

Big lesson, kiddies: Doors swing both ways.

The Crash wrecked a lot of work. Even now, almost ayear
after thefact, most of Netspacelooks likeawar zone. Y ou might
hear some people say the Crash was agood thing ‘cause it cleared
out alot of deadweight, but the folkswho say that the loudest are
theoneswhodidn't loseany friends. Inthemeantime, werebusy
rebuilding. Standing around bitching doesn't do any good.

As you wander the Web, you'll see ruined sectors that
haven't been fixed sitting side-by-side with new construction,
and you'll see sectors at every stage in between. All of which
brings me to my next topic—

OF SAND

Going back to Webspace, there are two basic types of
space inthe Web:; Formatted and Unformatted. Unformatted
Web isany areathat hasn't yet been molded into shape by
Webspinners or Sleepers. Formatted Web is everything
that has. There are a bunch of categories of Formatted Web,
so we'll start with the simpler one.

Unformatted
(Virgin) Web

AlsoknownasVirgin Web, unformatted areasare "blank”
parts of Netspace, areas that haven't been imprinted. They're
the sand waiting for someone to come aong and build acastle,
the unexplored frontier of the Digital Web. Unformatted
Web's not always found on the edges of known Formatted
Space, though. Sometimes you find it tucked between two
sectors that have been around forever. No one knows if these
spots havejust been overlooked or if they just pop up inrandom
locations. Some say Turing's computer is still out there,
spinning new strands of the Web. | think the Virgin stuff
appears as more Segpers use computers. As more information
flows into the Web, the Web grows to make room.

For those of you without visuals: Virgin Web looks like
ghostly angel-hair spaghetti, or like cobwebs of shimmering
light. Unlike the strong strands of energy binding sectors
together, these bits of floating Web look more like clouds than
like patterns. Once a sector or conduit is formatted, this cloud
takes shape, first as a glistening spiderweb, then as a matrix
pattern (like a3-D graphic skeleton), then into amore-or-less
solid representation of the formatted subject. All the "clouds"
in the area flow into a kind of energy vortex when a sector is
formatted; by the end of the program, the Virgin Web has had
its cherry burst. Those fuzzy clouds are gone for good.



Even though the Web is theoretically infinite,
Unformatted Web is hard to find. In a place that sees *mil-
lions* of usersaday, Virgin Web israrer than avirgin hooker.
That makesitvaluable. Ifyoufindsome, formatitifyou'reElite
enough, or turn it over to someone who is. The Adepts and the
Void Engineers are both hot to get their hands on any Virgin
Web they can find, but they're not the only ones looking to
shape Reality 2.0. A good chunk of Virgin Web is the find of
alifetime; it'sworth itsvirtual weight in bandwidth.

[Input address = 419.81.760.3]

Why isit so hard to find Virgin Web? Shouldn't there
be abunch of it laying around asaresult of the Great Crash?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Not a half-bad question. The Crash wiped out a lot of
sectors, erased 'em clean off the Web, but they were still
previously formatted. Y ou can re-format them, but the new
design isn't as clean as a format on Virgin Web. The first
imprintisalwaysthestrongest, and elementsof it always pop
up through whatever anyone puts on top. It's kinda like
recording a new movie on top of an old one. The video tape's
a little worn, so the picture's not as sharp, and if you look
closdly, you can sometimes see ghost images of the first movie
in the background.

Now, I'm not sayin' that re-formatting an erased sector
ain't valuable. It's just that finding pure, innocent, new
sand is so much sweeter.

Formatted W eb,
Sector sand Conduits

Formatted Web is where we spend 99.9% of our time on
thefar side of Hamburger Country. There aretwo major types
of Formatted Web: sectors and conduits. Sectors are the
places insde the Web, and conduits are the pathways be-
tween them. Some say sectors arejust places where conduits
collide and make an open space. Either way, sectorsarewhere
the action is. When you format Virgin Web, it becomes a
sector, and it spawns conduits that connect it to other
sectors. Sectors sometimes spawn  conduits to  unexpected
places, and some Adepts like to build conduits between
sectors that have no business being connected.

Sectors are al classified as either Free or Restricted.
Free Sectors are where information travel sfreely; you don't
need a password and there's no security. You find 'em all
over the place, 'cause they're more common than Re-
stricted Sectors. A lot of Webwalkers don't bother spending
much time in Free Sectors 'cause it's too easy to get in and
out of 'em; they figure the only good data is protected data.

(Minor Digression #367: 1've got two things to say to
skweebswho think that way. First, some people have pretty
strange ideas about what needs to be protected. | once spent
an hour cracking an encryption code on someone's grocery
list. Second, read "The Purloined Letter.")

Restricted Sectors are protected. Theoreticaly, those
locks keep random or unauthorized users out. Typical Re-
stricted Sectors include Virtual Adept Chantries, military and
financial systems, and anythingthe Technocracy builds. These
places are guarded by everything from dumb password pro-
gramsto Paradox spirits. Mogt include enough layersof blinds,
dummies and traps to confuse the most diehard hacker. You
can fight your way in — if you don't mind everyone inside
hearing you coming — but the best spinners sneak in unno-
ticed or sat up a back door. The processor drain required to
move through the constant verification routines makes every-
thing dower, but everyone who's *supposed* to be in the
sector has the same problem. Oh, and be careful about picking
afight in aRestricted Sector; getting dumped from one hurts
more than getting dumped from a Free Sector. A lot more.

As | mentioned, a sector takes the clouds of Web and
spins'em into the desired shape. Most sectors are mammaoth
geometric shapes connected to "wires' or "spiderwebs" of
conduit lines. For the most part, spinners ‘port from sector
to sector, or travel through conduits. It takes spice and a
combination of Correspondence and Spirit knowledge to
get outside a sector and look at it from the long view.

On the inside, sectors look like whatever the makers
want. Most are pretty abstract, brimming with fractals,
colors, grids and whatever else. Some get pretty ornate —
Victorian mansions, endlessdesertswithliving cacti, swirl-
ing fractal storms, that sort of thing — and seem to go on
forever in all directions. Concepts like space and time vary
from sector to sector, and don't really relate to the space
outside very much; the Grid Sector for the World Bank
Exchange is titanic on the inside, but takes up very little
"gpace” when seen from the area between sectors.

Depending on the traffic inside the sector and the
protectionson it, the outside "surface" shimmerswith living
light. A high-density Website glows like a neon sign, sur-
rounded by the Christmas tree bulbs of amillion individual
sites. Most times, you can tell a Restricted Sector from afree
one by the color of the surface (not to mention the guards,
wards or warning signs on the conduits leading to it). Most
free sectors glow with friendly "cool" colors — green, blue,
etc. — whilerestricted onesoften feature warning colorslike
yellow or bright red. Total shutdown sites (those with the
tightest security) tend to shimmer withfaint black and silver
light, but someglow likelivingice, just *waiting* for some-
one to try to fuck with their countermeasures....

Corrupted Web

One more warning. Watch out for something we call
Corrupted Web, Webspace that got all screwed up inthe Great
Crash. These sectors weren't wiped out, but they sure as hell
don't exist ina"normal” format anymore. Like corrupted files
on your hard drive, everything in aCorrupt Sector is scrambled
and doesn't make sense. *Unlike* corrupted fileson your hard
drive, these sectors aren't easy to get rid of.



Most Corrupted sites resemble twisted versions of what
they were before the Crash, visions of a reality no sane
willworker wants to see. Staying too long in these places can
seriously fuck withyour head. Somesay Corrupted Web comes
from a Nephandi format, and what |'ve seen is just what I'd
expectfromtheBilly-Boys. It'sscary tothink theNephandi are
intheWeb, twistingit to their imageof Descension, but | know
we can't keep 'em all out. Even creepier isthe thought of Web
formatted by a Marauder. All | can think of is a place where
reality islikethat old Spin-Art toy, and visiting magesarethe
paint. My advice? Stay the hell away.

Grid Sectors

Remember how | mentioned the "fences" built to corral
the sheep? Well, the posts for those fences were driven by the
bleaters themselves. For now, anyway, Sleepers can only
access our Web to a certain degree. When they do, they open
up Grid Sectors, the holding pens for their kind.

In these simple sectors, lots of Sleepers interact with
the Web. If you've seen awide black plain overlaid with a
green or amber grid that stretches out forever, you've been
to a Grid Sector. You see pretty simple geometric icons
running here and there? Those are end-user applications.
They'reeasy to crash if you're in the mood to dump newbies.
If you'd rather talk to the locals, though, you can do that,
too. The Sleepers you talk to will see your words whipping
across their screens and think you're a helluva typist.

Grid Sectors are easy to get into from the "World Wide
Web," but a Sleeper needs some decent spice (or weird
luck) to step outside of one. As a precaution, most Grids
now feature restriction codes on their outgoing conduits.
Y ou can hop from Grid to Grid without troubl e, but getting
into the wider space of the Net is tricky (though not
impossible). The codes don't keep Awakened spinnersfrom
going in and out (they're not supposed to stop *us*), but
they do screen the rest of the Web off a bit from the
unbelievable traffic on the mortal Websites. Not that
Sleepers can't get out of the Grid Ghetto — we *want*
them to, but we'd generally prefer that they have a clue
before they go poking through the Demise again!

There used to be more Grid Sectors in the Web, but
some have been changed over the last couple of years as
Sleeper tech gets better. Y ou can tell the "improved" Grid
Sectors from technomagickal formats, though. Everything
has a two-dimensional look to it. The colors are bright and
the images interesting, but they don't have the same depth.
That won't always be true, though. Some Sleeper sectors
have started to take on a 3-D presence, and some
Webspinnersdeliberately format their sectorswith the 2-D
look of an improved Grid Sector, just to throw visitors off
balance. (Maybe it's out of some retro fixation. Who am |
to question the motives of my fellow spinners? *Don't*
answer that, orwe'll bedigressingall day.) What | *can* tell
you is this: Some of us spend a lot of effort reinforcing the



"walls" around Grid Sectors, trying to keep the sheep shit
out of the rest of the Net. It's impossible to fence the whole
thing off, but the idea (contrary to popular opinion) is
*control,* not domination.

And that, boys and girls, is one of the great ironies of the
Web. We who support personal determination, who chant
"Information wants to be free" and all that shit, have been
forced into the role of shepherds by the stupidity of the flock.
Believe me, this is a subject of more debate than | could
possibly begin to tell you, but for now, at least, it's a sad fact.
Look at it likethis: Until helearns how *not* to burn the house
down, it's a good idea to keep the matches out of your kid's
hands. Are the Sleepers our kids? Yes and no. They're their
own people, but they rode in here on our rails and they often
riseor fall by our examplesand innovations. If nothing else, we
al live in the same house. Now, considering that we want the
kids to *inherit* that house someday, don't you think it'd be
agood idea to make sure they don't burn it down first?

I'm sure al tyrants can rationalize their policies that
way, but honest to GODZ, we're *trying* to do right by the
kids. Is it better to let the whole thing burn down in the
name of personal freedom?

Don't answer that right now. Just think about it. If we
stop to digress again, we'll never get outta here.

Junklands

Sectors that were ruined in huge fights, imprinted by
powerful negative emotions, or spoiled by screwed-up for-
mats are called Junklands. These places are whacked, and
not inafunway. Theimagesaredisturbing, thesoundsgrate
on your nerves, and the whole place has you wishing you
were somewhere else in ahurry. A Junkland's like a horror
movie done on some surreal, psychotic level, and you're the
alpha victim. I've heard it said the Junklands are like
nightmares on abad acid trip, but the one | saw wasn't even
that pleasant. Y ou could say they're watered-down versions
of Corrupt Web... which means you might actually get out
of one with your mind in one piece.

Stacked Files

A strong burst of positive (or at least not outright
hostile) emotion can format the Web into a Stacked File.
Such places are usually damn cool, and they get a lot of
visitors. As time goes by, they change to become more
appealing to the people who visit them most. Eventually,
they turn into landmarks, sectors that almost everyone has
heard about and most folks have visited. Sometimes some-
one tinkers with a Stacked File to make it draw a bigger
crowd, but for some reason, the "artificial" ones are never as
popular as the ones that spring up on their own. A couple
of famous Stacked Files include: the Crater, a collection of
combat pits where mages go for some friendly (and not so
friendly) fisticuffs, and the Pool of Infinite Reflection, a
peaceful spot where you can literally get away from it all.

Accordingto Web legends, Stacked Filesliterally have
their own souls. Supposedly, the original visionaries who
patterned the early sectors often died during the process. In
many cases, their souls stayed behind, shaping paradises
from the formatters' good intentions. People say the dreams
of these online martyrstook the best possibleforms, and still
preserve those forms as oases for future generations. Com-
forting, innit, that your soul might provide an online
monument for you long after you've kicked off?

Nice thought.

Constraint Realms

A Constraint Realm is a sector formatted to accommo-
date a specific theme. Built-in laws make sure anyone who
enters sticks to that theme. If your icon looks out of place
in a Constraint Realm's setting, you have to change it to
something appropriate before you can get in. Let's say
someone set up a sector to look like a big tank of tropical
fish; you'd have to change your icon into an image of afish.
Sometimes you can get away with some other appropriate
form, like a sunken ship or a treasure chest. Whether you
can do that or not depends on the strictness of the access
laws and the sense of humor of the hosts.

SRVRZ (TechnoTurf)

The Black Hats refer to their home sectors as Secured
and Restricted Virtual Reality Zones, or SRVRZ for short.
We call 'em "TechnoTurf." As the name implies, these
sectors have been imprinted by the Technocracy. Be careful

— the Ironteeth mean business! These sectorsusually look
likethedigital landscapesyou seeinyour typical cyberpunk
movies: lots of straight lines and right angles, all washed in
glowing neon. It's enough to drive you nuts. Some of the
moreidealistic Technosprefer Victorian rooms, purewhite
labs or endless control panels, but the majority of the
SRVRZ I've come across are built for function, not style.

Being Technocracy strongholds, these places are all Re-
stricted as hell and heavily guarded. Don't laugh at a virtual
HIT Mark; itwon'tde-rezyou quickly or softly. It'll latch onto
you, download brain-cracking feedback, and make sure your
icon isstuck in place while it doesit. Then it'll trace you back
to your rig, in case the feedback doesn't do the job. Add
password programs that shoot to kill, energy screens, and
patrols of silver robot icons armed with virtual blasters that'll
set your real hair on fire, and you've got a situation you don't
want to messwith. Worst of all, though, arethe Drainers. They
often look like MIBs, but occasionally resemble leeches,
doctors, spiders or femme fatales. Once they get ahold of you,
Drainers lock you down, crack your codes and hack into your
system — first the iron, then the meat. After a few dozen
screams, you become apuppet on their strings. | saw aguy get
jumped by apile of arachnid Drainers once; he's still around,
but | wouldn't talk to him for al the plastic in Bill Gatess
pockets. | know who he's working for now.



*Sigh* Now that I've detailed the horrors of
TechnoTurf, I'msureyoulittle monkeyswill beonyour way
to an Irontooth sector the minute we end our friendly chat.
Just don't say | didn't warn you.

War zones

Speaking of warning...

Remember when | said that *everything* Sleepers do
online winds up reflected here in the Web? Well, consider
the sectors created by networked video games — especially
shooters. True, the Warzones actually originated with Tech-
nocrat training grounds and Adept "paintball" arenas, but
in the last few years they've grown to truly epic levels.
People (Awakened or otherwise) just can't seem to get
enough of killing (simulated or otherwise). To feed the
need, Warzone Sectors have sprung up al over the Web,
each one devoted to war games of various |levelsof intensity.

Essentially, a Warzone is a sector featuring some kind
of terrain, a variety of weapons, and targets... including
yourself. Most feature "medical kits" and "recharging pills"
of different kinds, as well as an array of weapons strewn
around for the players to pick up and employ. The majority
of Warzones are Slegper-based Grid Sectors, athough a
good number (like the Crater) have been set up by spinners
for their own amusement. All are Constraint Realms of
some kind — you usually have to adjust your icon into a
massive fighting dude or cartoon character. Most are cool as
shit. Imagine playing *Doom* for real. If you'rekilled, you
get dumped back at the starting point, unless you're holis-
tically immersed (moreon that later), in which case you get
punched back into Hamburger Country with a nasty head-
ache and some minor burns.

A few Warzones, however, are lethal. If you get killed in
oneof those, you're history. Y our iconisde-rezzed (usually in
some spectacularly gory fashion), and deadly feedback turns
your meat into steak. In most cases, lethal Warzones are
clearly marked. To enter the sector, you have to key in your
ID code; doing so removes any obligation the host has toward
protecting you. At that point, you're on your own. Some
spinners use Warzones to settle grudges; while most of ‘em
prefer the common setup, afew go for the lethal ones instead.
Ifyou get called out, be careful, and make sureyou know what
you're agreeing to before the blast-bolts start flying.

The *really* nasty Warzones originated with the U.S.
Army's VR training grounds. Y ou didn't know about those?
Y eah, the military hashundreds of battle simulationsonline
— maps of Irag, Kuwait, Moscow, even New Y ork City —
and it uses 'em to train troops, plan missions and test battle
scenarios. Fun as it might seem, don't *ever* get caught
near one of those! Every one of them isfatal to Webspinners.
For sheer destructive power, the world's baddest HIT Mark
can't touch an Apache attack 'copter or Abrams tank. Get
nailed by one of *those,* even in VR, and your Avatar takes
avery permanent vacation.

Haunts

It's ametaphysical fact that death, especially agonizing
death, leaves traces long after the body is gone. In a Haunt
Sector, adying spinner literally reformatsthe areaas hefries.
The result? A creepy place where the spinner's death plays
over and over and over in arecursive loop of terrible sadness.
There are alot of them these days, thanksto the Great Crash.

Visually, your average Haunt resemblesanormal sector, de-
rezzed into spinning wisps of sparkling smoke. Others look
literally like ghost sectors— broken shadows of the "buildings’
and "structures' that had once been there. Some of these ruins
still contain the ghosts of the spinners who died when the area
crashed. These howling fragments terrify veteran Webheads.
Afterall, thatfurious, trapped presencecoul djustaswel | beyou—

You've got to be strong to stick around in a Haunt. No
matter how tough you might think you are, the dying emotions
get toyou. It'shard to say exactly *what* you'll experienceina
Haunt. Everybody's death is unique. Personally, I've visited
three Haunt Sectors. Inone, | heard screamsthat almost split my
head open; another wasempty, but thegrief and sadnesshanging
inthe"air" weresostrong I hadtobecarried out, blubbering. The
last one was peaceful enough, but | couldn't shake the feeling
that *something* was always watching over my shoulder....

A necromancer friend of mine told me these sectors overlap
the Underworld. In addition to hosting the ghosts of the deceased,
they actually weave themsalvesinto thefringes of the Land of the
Dead. I've never really believed in "underworlds' mysdlf, but it's
an interesting theory. Considering what 1've felt in those three
sectors, | wouldn't be surprised. Underworld or no Underworld,
visiting a Haunt Sector isasure way to bring on nightmares.

The Trash Sector

Sort of the "elephants’ graveyard” of VR, the Trash Sector
has been the center of rumors and tall tal es since Webspinners
actually began to project themselves online. Also called "the
Rip" and "YRFN (You're Really Fucked Now) Land," the
Trash Sector supposedly sucks logt data into information hell.

Theoretically, a cold, dark riptide rides just around the
edges of established sectors. If something dumps, the legends
claim, a swirling maelstrom can be seen from a distance,
sucking the icons and systems into ablack undertow. Spinners
who never return to their bodies after adump are said to have
been drawn into this tide, which rides out into the Trash
Sector. In this wasteland of forever-lost data, the souls of
dumped spinners drown eternally in fractal seas — endless
loops of chaotic information fragments recursing into mind-
shattering shapes. Supposedly, online Marauders spawn in this
demented mathematical soup; according to one rumor, insane
vampiresuse the current to swim up fromtheir swampy brains
and into Webspace. | couldn't tell you one way or the other
whether any, all or noneof thesestoriesaretrue, but | know this
much: When an area dumps, you can feel the whole place go
cold for a second, and | swear you can hear the Net swallow.

Down the hatch, and into... what?



Hung Sectors

These things are death traps. You've seen programs
caught in infinite loops, or ones that have eaten up al your
machine's memory and just sit there? When that happens
on your rig, you just re-hoot and start over. Well, Hung
Sectors are like those programs, but there's no re-booting
option to solve the problem. If you get stuck in a Hung
Sector, you either repeat the same action over and over, or
you get frozen in abubble of time, unable to move or think.
I've heard stories about spinners who went into a Hung
Sector and got out on their own, but most of those who
wander in have to be rescued.

Saving someone from a Hung Sector is dangerous in
itself, ‘cause you risk getting sucked in, too. It's like trying
to rescue someone who's fallen through ice; the ice at the
edge of the hole is cracked and thin, and you'll be swimming
yourself, if you're not careful.

Scary thing about Hung Sectors is that they look just
like normal ones. If you're lucky, some clueful or consider-
ate spinner will have seadled up the conduit or posted a
warning about the nasty thing behind Door Number Three.
If you're *not* lucky, you might be the first spinner to
blunder onto a HS — or at least the first one to recognize
itforwhat itis. If you're *really* lucky, you might get out
in time to warn others about your "discovery."

I've heard some Adepts say Hung Sectors are Paradox
Realms indde the Web. As if Paradox Whiteout doesn't cause
enough problems, we've supposedly got Paradox *traps*® sit-
tingaround, too. | can't wait until the day we can be open about
what we are and tell Paradox to kiss our Awakened asses!

Sex Sites

Speaking of Hung Sectors.... Oh, quit acting shocked,
youlittleperverts. Hey, if you believe thehype, * everyone's*
online to get laid! That's crap, of course, but the predomi-
nance of sex-oriented sectors (and thefun thingsthat go on
in them) makes 'em worthy of mention.

Technically, sex sitesaresimply Formatted Sectorswhere
spinners get laid. Filled with beautiful icons of al kinds (and
often Digital Dollz and Sleepers, aswell), these sectorsprovide
fantasy backdropsfor any form of sex you can imagine and afew
you'd have problems with. Beaches, backalleys, strip clubs,
dungeons... hey, whatever you want, it's out there. From the
simpleto the swank to the totally sleazy, these Sitesprovide a
24-hour outlet for virtual booty. Without the limitations
(socid, physicd, gravitational) of meatsville sex, visiting
spinners can have it any way they want it.

In lesser quality sites, 2-D iconsdrift in stasis. They are
usually naked figures or sexual scenes often surrounded by
variations of the same person or tableau. While such
"centerfold aleys' hold a certain magnetic charm, the
presence of fuzzy 2-D bleater icons wanking off tends to dull
the effect... unlessyou like your sex sleazy and pathetic.
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The dark side of the game gives online sex its stink:
slave-block sites, wherepitilessfuckssell imaginary (or real!)
sex daves to their clients; kiddie-traps, where children get
lured into meatworld liaisons with molesters and slavers;
sharks, who key onto desperate folks, show them akind face,
and lure 'em into parasitic affairs; and fast food fryers, where
online lovers wind up getting their meat and minds crisped
by sensory overload. Even if you manage to avoid these
hellholes, the inhuman pleasures of the virtual flesh some-
times provide more stimul ation than aperson can walk away
from. I've known aspinner or two whose meat decayed while
his senses remained locked in an endless VR orgy.

Hey, don't say | didn't warn you. Have fun, kids.

Conduits

I left the conduits out of the list of sectors 'cause they're
not. Sectors, that is. Conduits *connect* sectors; they form
the pathways between virtual realms through which all that
beautiful dataflows. Since you're basically just a data con-
struct whileyou're here, conduits allow you to move around.

Conduits usually look like tunnels or hallways, some-
times with doorsyou open. In the old days, most looked like
tubes of light or circuitry, but with advances in Sleeper tech,
alot of conduits started taking on cooler-looking forms. You
can usually figure out alittle bit about the sector at the other
end just by looking at the doorway: If it's made of mold-
spattered granite blocks hung with cobwebs and sporting a
door bound in rusted iron bands, you're probably looking at
the entrance to a dungeon sector, or maybe a B&D realm. If
the door is clean and simple and slides aside with a "shuik"
sound, it's probably some kind of space station or spaceship
realm. Sometimesyour passage through aconduit isaffected
by thesector you'revisiting. | remember one sector imprinted
by aLovecraft fanatic; | might never eat calamari again.

SPIDERSI

I am afirm believer in the people.
— Abraham Lincoln
What would the Web be without people?
1| | couldn'ttell you, but my guessisit'd beboring.
Y ouall know the Hei senberg Uncertainty Prin-
ciple, right? The concept that an observer
A dictatesthereality of thething observed?Well,
&5 the general consensus among the Elite (which
1 isnot, | should mention, the *only* opinionon
thesubject) isthat humans—or, moreprecisely, Webspinners
- define the shape of this virtual reality. Without us, it
*might* still exist, but in aradically different form. In other
words, it appears theway it does because our observationstell
it should look that way, or because we Webspinners make the
Net into what we think it should be.

Now and then, you'll find acluster of conduits—a"hotlink
room," like the kinds of link pages that a ot of Slegpers use.
They're usually round rooms with doorways (anywhere from a
handful to afew hundred) leading deeper into the Web. | know
of folks who look for these rooms and explore each doorway in
turn, trying tofigure out the rel ationship between all thejoined
sectors. Some say that hotlink rooms are really sectorsin and of
themselves, but if they are, they're still pretty rare.

The Space Between,

and the Matterhorn

If you choose to travel without a conduit, you'll have to
rely on your Elite knowledge of Correspondence Arts and
Sciences to get around. Lacking enough Correspondence to
move from place to place, you'll need some kind of vehicle,
specially built for Net travel, that allows you to "fly" out of a
sector and into the space between sectors. This space — an
endless |atticework of glowing fibers not unlike agargantuan
web— hangsinthe"air,” surrounded by afaintly luminescent
fog. If you look *really* closely, you'll notice that the "fog" is
actually minuscule characters — ones, zeros, and odd glyphs
that no one has been able to decipher. Some VAs consider this
"data stream" to be the operational functions of reality itself.

Spinners who've gone through that fog tell me there's
a colossal mountain deep in the mist. No matter which
directionyougo (and | tell youfrom experience, "direction”
is a meaningless concept once you leave the sectors), the
mountain iswaiting for you, sloping off up, down and away
in all directions. Most spinners call that mountain the
Matterhorn. Only the most Elite have actually seen it,
although lots of people claim to have been there. One guy
—who | *know* wasn't lying— says he saw cowled figures
moving around on the mountainside. Me, I've never no-
ticed, but | trust his word.

Maybethere's something to that M ount Qaf stuff after all.

NTHEWEB

Takin' that into account, it stands to reason that the
most important aspects of the Web are the peoplein it. You,
me, ol' Irontooth in the background, all of us, even the
bleats— as| mentioned earlier, their idiocy can ruin whole
sectors if left uncontained. The strands of the Web are the
thoughts and dreams of the peoplewho live init. That'swhy
we call ourselves "Webspinners'; we're the spiders in this
particular Web, and our designs — formats — shape it.

Whiteouts and the Great Race

Asyou all know, there'sabit of ascrap— aGreat Race,
as some nimrod labeled it — going on over the format of the
Web as awhole. Sort of like that stupid "battle for reality"”
thing going on back in Hamburger Country, but the stakes
are higher. See, in the meat-packing firm, the battle's



already pretty much lost. Our fellow "traditions"' don't want
toadmitit, but thereitis. Theairisfilth, thewater'ssludge,
the ground is glowing and everything you eat is full of
cancer. The Web is a clean dlate, a chance to start over.
Round One goes to Irontooth, may he rot in Hell 2.0. He's
not gonna win here as well.

As I'm sure you can guess, the Black Hats see things
differently. Like us, they know theworld's overheating like a
MacClassicinDeathValley; likeus, they want to shift thedata
over to another system before the whole mess getslost forever.
They aso view the Web as a second chance to get thingsright,
and they wanna make sure they don't mess it up... or get too
late astart thistime. In Meatsville, it took 'em afew thousand
years of no sewage, constant war, endless plagues and a few

dingbat religionsbeforethey managedtobuildtheir system. It
took 'em 500 *more* years for them to read the manual, and
by that time, thingswaspretty muchfucked. Partly theirfault,
mindyou, but thereitis. Thistimeout, they wereinthegarage
when the business was just beginning. Yes, it's true — the
Difference Engineers were Ironteeth back in the day, but
overhauling reality seemed likeagood ideaat thetime. When
that ideastarted togobad, the Adeptspulled out and went solo.
(OK, not *solo* solo, wehad backup, but you get thepicture.)
The cryptkeepersleft onehell of amesswhenthey quit, but ol'
Irontooth was able to put the pieces back together in time to
get himself— and the Sleepers, intentional ly or otherwise—
onlinewithus. Ever since, it'sbeenaracetoseewhogetsto play
GODZ for Reality 2.0.

Whiteouts, Lagsand Web Warfare

The Web accepts alot of screwy stuff— morphs,
multiple icons, teleportation, bolts of light, all kinds
of thingsyou could never get away with on Earth. So
does that mean, that anything is possible? Is Paradox,
as some people speculate, absent in Netspace?

Not a chance.

Oh, VR is pretty free with regards to what your
magick looks like. The real tests are how much
magick you employ, and how much of a mess you
make with it. Built on a carefully constructed system
fed by energy fluctuations, the Net is notoriously
susceptible to Whiteouts — localized system crashes.
If strained, the "strands" of the Web snap, de-rezzing
sortie, if not all, of the icons in the area and dumping
'‘the spinners back at their home stations... or worse.
Consequently, spinner vets tend to be careful about
stirring up violent energy fluxes. The bigger the flux,
the greater the chance of Whiting the sector.

How do you know if a Whiteout's coming? Gen-
erally, things freeze or stutter just before trouble
starts. Icons twitch, words get garbled, actions repeat
themselves, colors change — that sort of thing. Of-
ten, the "air" gets really cold and seems to thicken.
Some people say your thoughts stop and your mind
goes blank. Spinners who recognize the signs can
sometimes ditch the White either by stopping what-
ever they were doing or by pulling a last-ditch ‘port
out of the area. The latter tactic is really dangerous,
though. Somefolkshave pulled that stunt, only to get
slammed by the White Wave and sucked into the
legendary Trash Sector.

The "gtutter" effect is sometimes called Lagging
or the Drag. Like an overloaded computer system, the
locdl reality sartsto dow down. Thewhole area (and

everyone in it) moves in slow-motion, or "skips' like
aCD with agrease spot. Thisis, asyou can guess, asign
of trouble.

If you're smart, you won't have to worry much
about .Lags or Whites. Generally, you can get away
with all kinds of shape-changing, from color shiftsto
hyper-whacked morphs. 'Porting — popping around
without walking from A to B — is pretty risk-tree it
you know how todo it; flying isaseasy aswalking, arid
light-showsarecandy cakewith sugarontop. Magickal
violence, on the other hand, is a *really* bad idea
unless you're in a sector formatted to accept a lot of
energy flux (Warzones, SRVRZs, etc.). This goes
double if you're throwing around electrical currents
and raw Quintessence; the interaction between the
Net and Hamburger Country rides on electrical cur-
rents and carries Quintessence all over the Zone
Shift either one around too suddenly and you're
asking to get dumped. If you're backed into a corner,
asolid electrical discharge is agreat weapon... so long
as you don't mind burning yourself with it.

In short, open fighting is risky. Knowing this,
veteran spinners prefer to outmaneuver each other
psychologically, then blindside their rivals with some
data-grab, offline seduction, social ostracism or politi-
cal upheaval. Generally, the best way to totally dick
your opponent is to sucker him into making some
mistake — a Whiteout, afaux pas, etc. — that gets
him into trouble, but leaves you standing safely out-
side the blast radius. Many of the Great Race's fiercest
battles are fought with brains (either with Mind
'magick or with social savvy) rather than with guns,
bombs or fireballs. The consequences of large Whit-
eouts are just too extreme to risk.



Playing god is fun, but it's dangerous, too, espe-
cially when there are other gods trying to make the
world simultaneously. Although we eventually found
out that (despite what some people think) the Great
Crash wasn't caused by spinners, there really isn't any
point trying to deny the Whiteout Effect — the local-
ized crashes that occur when the Web gets snarled by
too many spiders making too many designs. Yes, kiddies,
technomagick can, and does, crash the Net in your
vicinity. | know it's a popular notion among some folks
that Whiteouts are "the curse of the cryptkeepers,” but
that's bullshit. Whiteouts are storms born in the hands
of angry gods and they can wipe everything clean if
those gods aren't careful.

Between the Whiteout Effect, the Web itself, and
the generally good intentions on both sides, the Great
Race is a lot less deadly than the daily massacre in the
meat-packing plant. When you actually get a chance to
*talk* to 'em, most Voids are fairly decent folks (more
than | can say for their Irontooth buddies, but hey, the
Witchy-Poos and Merlins suck, too). Now with the mess
that Reality 2.0 has become, we actually find ourselves
cooperating with each other on occasion. Still, the Race
isinearnest. You're gonnabe running in it by default, so
I might aswell introduce you to your fellow sprinters....

The Traditions

Today's saviors are tomorrow's tyrants!

— Dr. Volcano

Most of our co-workers want no part of the Web.
Too bad — if more of 'em spent time here, they'd see we
knew what we were talking about when we pitched the
Tenth Sphere of Paradigm to the Council. With the
exception of a few clueful kids from House Thig, the
crusty old Merlins don't dare visit the Net and see the
proof that we're right. You'll see Sons of Ether and
Virtualites galore, though, plus the occasional visitor
from another Tradition, usually someone with a specific
purpose or looking for a specific thing.

Virtual Adepts

Do | really have to say much in this category? Three
times out of four, any Tradition dude you meet in the Web
is an Adept. We're the only ones who see the Net's
potential, the only ones who really appreciate it. Right
now, most Adepts are busy rebuilding after the Great
Crash, trying to get the Web back on its feet. To steal a
line from your FAQ, the Net is every mage's best hope for
Ascension. Bigger than that, though, it's our species best
hope for Enlightenment on a grand scale... hell, for its




long-term *survival.* The Net can't catch us if it's not at
full capacity, though, so we spend a lot of time making it
tighter, stronger and cooler.

The concept goes deeper than you'd think. Trogs like
to think we're just a buncha techno-anarchists who've
exchanged decks for magic wands. VA philosophy goes
deeper than that, though. We want to bring on the next
quantum leap in human existence. Like the written word,
the printing press, vaccinations and TV, the Net has the
capacity to move the entire species into a new paradigm.
With the accelerated speed of change in the 20th century,
a "slingshot effect” could catapult humanity into a whole
new state of being. Personaly, | think the Web is that
slingshot. Just as we spinners have moved from a solidly
organic state, |1 believe all people can do the same. The
question is, do we *want* them to? With the fuckwit abuse
of what could be the next human evolutionary step, I'm not
sure | still do. Even so, it's a cause worth fighting for.

You and me, we're the stewards of the path to the
future, my friends. Reality 2.0 isripe for the picking, but we
have to do it all by our lonesomes, 'cause the other Tradi-
tions don't share our view. For better and worse, the
Technocracy *does* see the Web the same way we do; the
Ironteeth wouldn't go all-out trying to grab huge chunks of
Webspace if they didn't. This disturbing similarity of per-
spectiveundermineswhatlittl etrustourfellowgalley-slaves
have in our mission. To some Merlins, we're just * pretend-
ing* to be eternally hateful exiles from the Great Stasis
Machine. According to some Hermetic Mulders, we're all
just weaving some conspiracy to net ‘em like flies in our
hometurf. Y'know, get 'em out of their meat and away from
their wands and pentagrams, then cuddle 'em up in VR
tangles, chow down on the "ancient lore" they're so proud
of, and let the MIBs have what'sleft. Now granted, | can see
where they might be coming from (especialy considering
how treacherous the Merlins are to their own kind), but
their paranociawould put Kaczynski to shame.

Our biggest problem, though, comes from within. As
we've already seen, certain folks within our coalition have
begun to question our methods and motivations. Some
have gone solo, dumping all links to us, and occasionally
even turning their filesover to ol' Irontooth. Y'see, we built
ahouse on anarchy, but we found out over the last few years
that you *need* acertain degree of structure if you want to
survive. Naturally, that sentiment fires up the rebelsin our
group (rebelling against rebels — talk about a paradox!).
There'sagrowing ideathat we're becoming what we always
preached against. At the same time, we've got problems on
all sides— the Crash, the Race, the Sleepers, the buzzbombs
— that threaten to crash the whole dream unless we put the
brakes on somehow. The balancing act between "change is
essential” and "structure is necessary" is providing the
Adepts with our biggest challenge to date. Compared to
this, turning avideotoaster into an Umbral gateway iseasy!

Buzzbombs

Most rogue Adepts are perfectly OK individuals
with a dissenting opinion or two. They go their way, we
go ours. The bad ones, though, become buzzbombs -
renegade hacker-magi with a grudge to settle and the
power to settle it. | know you've all heard of Demonseed
Eliteor Dr. Volcano, two of themost i nfamousbuzzbombs.
One materializes out of thin air and crunches Lamers,
the other sells hypertech in an online flea market. [See
The Technomancer's Toybox for details.] Both used to
be Adepts, but quit when anarchy and architectonics
parted ways.

How nice of you to advertise for us! THANX! %->
By-bi!
- Dr. Vole

[end interrupt]

NDTWR

There are plenty more like them out there. Some dump
newbies or crash bleaters whenever the fancy takes 'em,
while others actually attack Adepts, sabotage projects or
harass old enemies. Lots of 'em sit around cooking up
interesting new viruses, then unleash them like rabid pit
bulls. The hardest thing to take is that these dudes used to
share the dream. They were *friends,* and it's still pretty
hard to throw down on 'em, even if you're backed into a
corner. Check your files for buzzbomb profiles and MOs; if
you encounter one, leave the sector. Trust me, most of these
guys can dump you like a plate of cold fries.

[Input address = 628.19.933.1004]

There you go, trashing new Adepts again. | don't have
to take this shit!

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

You're absolutely right. You can go whenever you
want; just take off your rig and you're outtahere. No?As |
was saying, a lot of people keep forgetting that we * want*
the Sleepers to use the Net—

[Input address = 419.81.760.3]

Wait asec. Earlier you said the Sleeperswere * abusing*
the Web, that they weren't ready for the freedom it gives
them. Now you're saying they should all be let in?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

Yeah, | said the Sleepers weren't ready for true
Freedom of Information, but | never said we should be
dumping them off the Net completely, did | ?We * want*
Sleepers in the Web, 'cause the more people who share
our view of reality, the more likely we are to see Enlight-
enment waiting around the corner. And before anybody
tells me I'm talking like a Technocrat again, let's not
forget one very important thing. Though we have our
different methods, at heart we *all* want to dictate the
shape of the future. 'Nuff said.



The Sons (or "*Children* of Ether," if you want to be
PC) are the only other Tradition you'll see in the Web in
force. Not surprising, given our shared roots. Y'see, many of
'em have this thing for electricity, and since the Web *is*
mostly electricity, they lovethe place. They also digthefact
that in the Net, a Scientist can perform any experiment he
can dream up. He might need an Adept to set up the sector
for him, but we're generally cool with that. You gotta
wonder, though, how valid an experiment is when it's
performed in a place where you can dictate amost every
facet of reality. Still, the Etheritesareafun bunch, and their
sectors are some of the most entertaining sites around.

An Etherite offshoot goes by the name of the "Etheric
Cybernautical Society,”" or "Cybernauts' for short. Cheesy
name, | know, but it suits 'em. As with most Sons, they're
pretty flamboyant — most of these dudes make like * Star
Wars* heroes or refugees from *Tron* Silly as they might
seem to jaded fucks like us, though, Cybernauts make great
allies. Living by an archaic but really solid code of honor,
Etherite spinners throw themselves totally into anything
they undertake. | know this one guy, Dr. Calliostro von
Sexbat, who makeslikeacombinationof Zorro, Reed Richards
and Bram Stoker's original Dracula. Dashing and rakish, he
flirts with the ladies, crashes the Ironteeth and whips up
astonishing gadgets with equal panache. I've worked with
Sexbat on acouple of jobs, and | trust himwith my soul, silly
name or no. A lot of Adepts could learn a few things from a
guy who manages to be clever, clueful and considerate at the
same time! Cybernauts are an Adept's best friend.

Dreamspeakers, Verbena and
Thigs

Funny asit might seem, there's something primal about
the Web. While most shamans and Witchy-Poos wouldn't
be caught dead here, there *are* a number of 'em who
actually seek the place out, either by jacking in online or by
climbing in through holes in the spirit world. (How they do
this, 1 don't know.) Occasionally, they even bring sheep-
dogs (a.k.a., werewolves) in with 'em, although that doesn't
happen very often.

From what |'ve been told, shamanism and witchcraft
are old but eclectic practices. While most of the True
Believers stick to the ancient ways, a few younger ones
integrate technology into their rites (encrypting rituals
onto discs, reconfiguring diagrams of power, summoning up
techno-spirits, that sort of thing), thus bridging the past
with the future. Unlike their elders, they don't tend to run
around nekkid, slashing their wrists and shit. Instead, they
employ bio-splat (plant-computers, organic cybernetics,
meat/machine melds and other creepy shit) in the case of
witches, or spiky spirit guidesand living decksin the case of
Dreamspeakers. | won't lie. These guys scare the crap out of
me, but I'll trust them over their Luddite elders any day!

Techno-pagans and spirit hackers aren't the only ones
to grow new limbs on old trees. One clueful House from the
Order of Merlin the Crusty OlI' Badass actually made a pact
with the Adepts a while ago. Every so often, you'll see 'em
running around, mixing arcane formulae with homegrown
decks, looking like somewhacked cross between Eric Draven
and the Wizard of Fourth Street. These would be the Thigs
I mentioned a little while ago, and they make staunch (if
creepy) allies. No one hates Irontooth the way the Merlins
do, and the Thigs carry a lot of wild surprises up their black
leather deeves. The root of both our Arts is mathematics,
after all. When you strip away the toys, the Hermes Wizards
and we hackers are doing more or less the same thing:
bullshitting God with arcane equations, and using 'em to
open up the gates to heaven.

The Conventions

| look forward... to the transference of the contents of our
brains into something more manageable and versatile.

- FM-2030, Mondo 2000

And then there's the road to hell... paved with good
intentions, as they keep assuring us. The Technocracy ishere
inforce, naturally. As| said, they've got the same basic idea
we do: to download the obsolete programs from Reality 1.1
and upgrade 'em in a clean new system. In the meantime,
we'll both settle for adjusting the information flow until we
can work the bugs out of it. Imagine that: Our former cousins
think the same way we do. It may be the only decent thing
about 'em. Too bad their vision of the future sucks.

[terationX

If the Ironteeth have their way, the Net will become a
pathway for re-programming reality. As people take more
machinery into their homes (and eventually into their
bodies), the need for computer interfaceswill keep growing.
If the Xers can control those interfaces, they can control the
machines. Thus, controlling the computers means control-
ling the Sleepers. Nothing new, but what can you expect
from static siliconheads?

In the Web, the obvious Xers operate a lot like their
agents in Hamburger Country do: locking shit down and
blowing shit up. Watch out for digital HIT Marks in
particular — they'll flash you down in a heartbeat. Ulti-
mately, the average It-X er wants to dump or fry every mage
who's not part of the Technocracy. They've got a long way
to go, but they do it very well.

The *really* scary Xers, though, aren't nearly as obvi-
ous. Y'see, Adepts and outlaws aren't the only ones
experimenting with the concept of human evolution through
virtual consciousness. A cabal of Elite Xers has been observ-
ing the effects of cyber-media immersion on Sleeper
perceptions of reality, and has been recalibrating new proce-
dures(Techno-talkfor rotes) based onjump-cuts, subliminals,
morphs and hallucinations. Unlike the usual Xer specialties,



these procedures work on mental/sensory levels. Some ex-
periments, especially those broadcast through television or
video games, have triggered aggressive behavior, psychotic
episodes and epil eptic seizures. The scarier ones have opened
Seepers into semi-aware states, allowing them to make
hypercognizent jumps. For laymen, this means increased
mental capacities, super-sensitivity and an ability to see
psychic feedback patterns ("auras,” to the crystal-waver
crowd). Some of their prize test subjects can stay online for
days on end, and craft icons as vivid and capable as any
mage's. While the Seepers are still Seepers, | have a sneaky
suspicion that It-X hasreinforced itsranks— specifically its
online ranks — with a new generation of Technomancers,
Awakened and trained online, and brainwashed into total
loyalty to the Machine and its new vision of reality.

Y ou can't tell thisnew breed from the old ones by looking
at them; that'swhy my "suspicion" isstill just that. They tend
to be more subtle than stereotypical Ironteeth, and their
procedures concentrate more on sensory overload and mind
games than on firepower. That's not to say that they're dl like
that, though. | know for afact that 1t-X trains new recruits
online in the Warzones. Y'know that kid who's really good at
*Quake* ? He may be shooting at *you* someday—

And his parents probably won't see anything wrong
with that.

New World Order

These guys think they're the masters of information,
even though they didn't see its real power 'til we used it to
burn the Technocracy when we left. The MIBs and their
superiors may not be the masters they *think* they are, but
they're damn good at collecting information (and using it)
just the same.

The worst part about the NWO is that they're really
goad at hiding. Their agents have away of walking unseen
or unrecognized through almost any crowd. They try to
collect information on everyone who interacts with the
Web. Any online conversation you have might be moni-
tored, so sniff out the line before you say anything. Watch
out for anything that says, "Click here for a special offer."
Chances are it'll tag you with a tracer and report your
movements to the Black Hats. And whatever you do, don't
accept "cookies' in the Web. Most of 'em come out of the
NWO's cookie jar, and you *will* get caught with your
hand in it sooner or later.

Progenitors

Y ou don't see many Progenitors in the Web, but watch
out when you do. These mad doctors know a trick or two
about meat, and they use that knowledge here. Y ou've heard
of users dropping dead after reading a nasty piece of email?
Believe it — Progenitor Damage Control has been experi-
menting for some time with the connections between lethal
feedback, viruses and the VR body and its meat.
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From what |'ve heard, the Progenitors mainly use the
Web for research on their Human Genome Project — and
for recreation in the sex sectors. However, rumors insist
that some of their "perfect human" icons poke around in the
ruins of old sectors, researching the basic nature of the Web
and feeding the data to the mainframes back home. It's
whispered in the Spy's Demise that they're looking to
"educate” the Web's natural awareness, if they can contact
it. Should they succeed, some folks say, the mad doctors
might be able to domesticate the Net.

[Input address = 999.104.47.301]

God, how much would it suck if the Web woke up, and
it was a Technocrat?

[Input address = 1023.1023.1023.9]

| can't even tell you. If the Progenitors pull it off, it'd
be a serious "Fuck you" to the rest of us.

Syndicate

The Syndicate's bean-counters learned early on about
the value of computers and the Net. The idedl of a cashless
society runs through a lot of their propaganda, and you only
have to watch an ATM or checkout line to see how well
they've succeeded with it. Money is the ultimate virtual
reality, and they've got their hands in it up to the elbows.
Billions of dollars now move through computers every day,
and guess who's making a killing on it? Credit companies,
stock traders, even government financial networks are under

their influence, if not their control. Thanks to Syndicate (or
Neffie) agents within a huge software company that domi-
nates the market (you know the name, | don't have to say it),
theirbusinesssoftwareisinthousandsof offices, adjustingthe
business world into their vision of perfection.

That ain't enough for them, though. To crush creativ-
ity whilehyping aggression (hey, violencesells!), Syndicate
ops craft and support addictive video games. My old pal
Josephine started beating them at their own game (let me
tell you about TDK Games sometime), but she's had to
wade through hell to succeed. [See The Technomancer's
Toybox, pp. 24-25.] On a more personal level, Syndicate
ops support witch-hunts against hackers, especially Adepts.
In the name of "information security," no crime is too
trivial, no fine too stiff, no right too sacred. If they really
wanna get ruthless, hit men'll wipe out your bank account,
alter your credit rating or break your face. Worst of all,
though, they might offer you ajob, areally cushy six-figures
sort of thing with a boatload of benefits. All you have to do
is surrender your creativity and privacy to The Corpora-
tion, andall yourworldly desireswill bemet! Mephistopheles
has a new Armani suit, and he's got a contract with your
name on one line and the Syndicate's on the other.

You won't sse many Syndic spinners, but you'll see their
fingerprintsall over Netspace. Occasiondly, if and whenyou
decide to bust the bank, you'll be dealing with their attack
geomids — nasty countermeasure progs that kick virtual ass.



Although certain rotes will work against 'em [see "Program-
ming Sysems" SITE 5], these little bastards are better
avoided than fought (kinda like their mommies and daddies
in the Great Big Boardroom). And neither one can be
avoided forever, so keep your eye out for 'em.

Void Engineers

The Voids are our biggest competition in the Web —
even bigger now that everyone's racing to reclam the
digital rubble the Great Crash left behind. To the Voids,
the Net is just another frontier to explore, and they do it
with avengeance. Their spinners are almost as good as we
are (note | said *almost*), and they've reclaimed huge areas
of the Web already. Eight out of 10 times, SRVRZ formats
are Void work, and they understand the principles of
Correspondence better than their steelhead co-workers do.

Fortunately for us, most Voids are more interested in
exploration than in kicking ass. They've got a few shock
troopers stashed around the Net, but for the most part,
they're OK — for Ironteeth. Funny thing I've noticed:
Unlike their stone-faced colleagues, many Voids seem to
love the cat-and-mouse masked ball of the Great Race. I'm
sureif they wanted tojust open up on everyonethey met, they
could, but they seem to get a kick out of changing icons and
making like Bogart on crack. We couldn't conduct the Cold
War Casablanca routine without willing dance partners, and
the Voids seem more than willing to play the game. Where
HIT Marks come in blazing, aVoid might sidleuptoyaina
low-cut red dress, blow smokein your face and ask you to play
"Misty" for her. A ot of "Bogies' (spinnerswho "dressup” in
film noir drag) happen to be Voids in disguise, and they really
get into their roles. If the Race wasn't so damned important,
wed probably get aong grest.

It *is* that important, though. More to the point, there
isn't much truce ground open between the Adepts and the
Technocracy. Sure, a couple of us might share a virtual
cigarette now and then, but they hate us and we hate them.
The bad blood flows through the Web like employees
through Apple's door. While Whiteout and a common
cause keep usfromde-rezzing each other on sight, | don't see
us humming the theme from *Friends* anytime soon.

Free Spinners

All this makes it sound like the Net is divided between
us, the Conventions and a few clueful allies. Which is not
true at all. The biggest group in Webspace * isn't* a group
— it'sthe mass of spinnerswho never choose aside, or who
go after their own goals in their own ways. Buzzbombs fit
under this heading, but they're just a loud minority....
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[Twip] As | was saying: ...a minority of the "free
spinners" who come and go in our little burg. O'course,

considering that one spinner can be many spinners at once
(we'll get to that someday... let's stay on track), there's no
telling how many of *any* kind of spinner you actually
have playing each side at any given time. You just have to
take it on faith that you've got someone on your back.

The bleaters, naturally, are usually here on their own
agendas. Some, thinking the whole Race is abig game, help
out one side or the other. Most of 'em, though, just keep to
their own affairs... which isn't to say they can't mudge
things up from time totime. Y ou'vejust gottatake 'em asya
meset ‘'em.

Neffies — our "friends' from Hellsville — wander
around starting all kinds of strife. Your average Billy-Boy
won't announce himself as such, of course; chances are, if
you've logged onto satanrulz@hell.com, you've entered a
Grid run by 14-year olds. Uh, uh. Neffies are lots more
subtle; they'll do the classic Wimpy — "Why don't you go
and him fight?' — and sit off on the sidelines as the flames
rise. | knew one VA who got tricked by a "client" into
stealing data from his girlfriend's secret sector; sad info
contained love logs from a Fuzzy with akinky sense of fun.
Naturally, said Adept went bonzo. Before the whole thing
was over, the Fuzzy (a Sleeper) had been brain-fried, the
couple had broken up, and the VA had been rawhided out
of common space. The Neffie? No one knows who or what
s’he was, or where s’he came from or went.

| know for afact that some crazy spiders are weaving
sectors, t00. Remember the spin-art sites | mentioned
earlier? Madballz — Marauders — were probably behind
‘em. Problems are two. One: Like Neffies, Madballz like to
hide, and that's easy in the Web. Two: The weird mind-
games Webspace pulls on you tend to twist spinnersin very
odd directions. | suspect (though again there's no way to
prove it) that more spinners go Marauder than anyone
wants to admit. And who would know? Even the sanest
people act pretty crazy here.

Asl| said, most free spinners are OK humanoids. Just be
careful. That Cindy Crawford icon could have Loreena
Bobbit on the other end —

Other Dangers

There's all kinds of dangerous things in the Web; what
you meet depends on the sectorsyou stumbl e into. Ifyou run
into aRealm that'sformatted like the Africanjungle, watch
out for lions and snakes. Visiting a deep sea sector? Bring
shark repellent. There are too many sectors in existence for
me to list all the potential hazards. The best thing | can do
is tell you to keep your eyes open and stay on your toes;
expect the unexpected. Yeah, it's acliche, but it's true.

There are some Web-wide dangers to watch out for,
though:

* | mentioned digital HIT Marks earlier, and let me
remind you about them. They're fast, they're nasty, and
they don't give quarter.



» Watch out for power surges; they happen now and
then, sweeping through sectors like cyclones through the
Midwest, picking up data, icons and programs and scatter-
ing them from here to the Matterhorn.

o Zerks (also called Data Beasts and other stuff like
that) spun off from Net-enabled computer games some-
timescauseproblemsifamonster slipsthroughtheelectronic
cracks; the creatures from *Quake* or *Diablo* might be
fun to blow up on your monitor, but they're mean bastards
when they wander into the Web.

* FREEKS — Free Ranging Electronic Encroachment
Kill Systems— chase intruders from restricted sectors, and
occasionally follow them out into "free" Webspace as well.
The original FREEK S were security programs. These mind-
less countermeasure progs can stun you, de-rez you, or
scatter you into fractals, depending on what the System has
been set to do. Some assholes set FREEKS loose just to
watchthefun; buzzbombsand Neffiesarenotoriousfor that.

* And there's always the spectre of another Great
Crash, looming over the Web like Godzilla (the *real*
one, thanks) on a bender. The last one came from outside
and hit without warning. Who knows when or if another
event will trigger that kind of shock wave again? To
prevent another total Crash, a number of us have been
making "backups' in Horizon Realms and experimenting
with new survival programs. The best we can do is hope
another Great Crash never occurs, and prepare for one in
case it does.

» The last thing I'll mention is something | call "Lost
Programs." They're programs that got stuck in aloop during
the Crash, but somehow spun off into a virtual life of their
own. Now they wander the Web, trying to complete them-
selves. They're erratic and unpredictable, sometimes
attacking spinners and sometimes passing by. They each
have some final task to perform, and if you do it for them,
they disappear, complete.

FOLLOW
THE YELLOWBRI CK ROAD

We tend to think science has explained ev-
erything. ., But this idea of a clocklike universe
has nothing to do with the real world.

—JimYorke

So, how exactly do we get in here to see
all this great stuff? This is data that'll come in
handy every day, so now's the time to stop
daydreaming. If you have a data-capture de-
vice, turn it on.

Getting In

I'msureitwon't surpriseyouthat thereare multiplewaysto
get into the Digital Web. Pretty much everyoneknows about the
three basic methods, but I'll describe 'em in detail to fill in any
blanks. Each way of getting into the Web has adifferent degree
of "being there," a different level of completeness. The more
fully you exist in the Web, the more intense the experience.
That usually meansthe deeper you are, the more you see and the
more you can affect. There *is* adownside, though: The more
you can affect the Web, the more it can affect you.

Sensory Visitation

The fact that you're all here tells me you're at least
basically familiar with this method. It's the first way in an
Adept learns; for some spinners, it's the only way they'll
ever know. Two good things about telepresence (another
name for sensory visitation): It'seasy, and it's safe. Two bad
things about telepresence: It's easy and it's safe.

Sensory visitation is easy, 'cause all you need is a Net-
enabled computer, a good set of VR goggles and some
electrodes in the right places for tactile feedback. Slap on
your goggles, hook 'em up toyour rig, slide into your favorite
Net connection and voilal You're in the Web. The simplest
gogglesonly let you *see* things, but better rigsgive you the
other senses, too.

Telepresenceissafe, ‘cause everything comesinthrough
the goggles. The worst that can happen to you is that you get
dumped. It might hurt some if you're in a restricted sector,
but otherwise, the worst part about a telepresent dump is
the pain in the ass of re-connecting and starting over. Plus,
even though you're concentrating on VR, you can still sorta
sense what's going on around your meat body. If someone
knocks at your door, al you have to do istake off the goggles
to get out of the Net.

The fact that it's so easy means that just about anyone
can do it. That means any Tradition mage who buys a
computer and aVR rig (we're generally pretty happy about
that); any Technocracy butthead (we're not so happy about
that) with the same hardware; even any Sleeper (happiness
about that depends on who you ask) who manages to
blunder through it all. Bleater VR is kinda limited right
now, but it's getting more popular al the time. *Virtual
Tank 3K,* that networked, VR battle game that just went
online in six cities, is one example. I've even heard of a
software company with a VR file-access system that makes
a user think he's walking through a library. Every Sleeper
who uses that system to access the Net looks like a mage.



Telepresence isalso awkward ashell. Thegoggles filter-
ing effect makes doing anything inthe Web alot harder. You
ever try to pick akey up from thefloor while wearing athick
pair of gloves? It's like that. Everything seemsto be at arm's
length, and anything you try to do takes extra concentration
and effort. You also can't really affect anything in the Web,
except through magick. You can do simple stuff, like upload
or download dataand move around, but that's about it. If you
take aswing at someone's icon, your fist goesright through it
unlessyou initiatethe necessary rotes. If youwant to * really*
feel the Web, you need to move up to the next level.

Astral Immersion

This isthe next rung on the ladder. It's more complete
than telepresence, with increasesin risk and reward. To use
Astral Immersion, start with the same stuff you need for
Sensory Visitation, then use basic Correspondence Science
to move your consciousness into the Web. Basically, you
fool yourself into believing you're actually somewhere else;
it'san illusion, but illusions can become real if you believe
in 'em, and that's what happens here. Y our mind leaves your
body and floats off to the Realm of the Web.

Onceyou try this, you may never go back to "standard"
VR. You thought the Web looked good through your rig?
Wait 'til the computer processing the input is the most
powerful one we know of: your brain. Your mind directly
contacts the Web's consciousness and becomes part of its
energy. All your senses get overloaded with data, and the
world comes into sharp focus. Remember the first timeyou
saw amovie in aTHX theater? Compare that to the sound
of a transistor radio, and that's the difference between
Astral Immersion and Sensory Visitation.

Most Adepts come in through this door. An Astral
traveler has more power to influence the Web than astraight
VR skipper does, and everything looks so much cooler. Why
watch abaseball game at home when you can bethere, sitting
behind home plate? Hell, you can see the game through the
umpire's*eyes* ifyouwant to! Don't forget, though, that the
Net can affect you. If you get punched, it hurts. Don't think
the pain'll just disappear when your visit'sover, either. When
youjack out, most of it stayswith you assoremuscles, fatigue,
headaches, you name it. Sometimes, if the damage is bad
enough, you get brain damage. Worse, some mages know
enough about the body's own signals to monkey with 'em
through your connection to the Web. Thisjuju'scalled lethal
feedback, 'cause enough of it will kill you.

The other bad part about Astral Immersion isthat your
mindistotally intheNet, so your meat body ishelpless. You
can't sense anything going on back at home, so you'd best
be sure no unwanted visitors are gonna come by while
you'rebusy. Y ou canfigure out your own best way to protect
yourself while you're immersed, but most Adepts | know
have special alarm systems that cut the power to their VR
rig if anyone breaks into their pad.




Holistic Immersion

This is the ultimate joy ride, boys and girls, the no-
holds-hatred way of visiting the Web. Y ouwannatalk about
*peing* there? You can't be more "there" than this. If VR
was watching a video of the Kennedy assassination, this
would be walking beside the limousine and feeling the
blood splatter on your face.

Holistic Immersion digitizes your body, converts it
into pure information, and injects it into the Web. There
you re-form physically and experience the Net in all its
glory. For a spinner with more brawn than brains, this
can be a godsend, and even if you don't need the physical
edge, it'sahell of arush. Doing thisisn't easy: It demands
a hell of a lot of knowledge from you, and some trinary
iron spicy enough to handle the strain. The human body
becomes a boatload of information, and 64 megs of RAM
just won't cut it.

There are some serious downsides to entering the
Web thisway. Y our body isdigital information, soyou're
fair game for any program that manipulates data. GODZ
help you if someone drops an infinite loop on your head.
Also, since you're physically in the Web, anything that
happens to you... well, happens to *you.* If you get cut,
you'll be bleeding when you get back. If you get killed,
it's lights out.

A lot of Web walkersdied in the Crash ‘cause they were
Holistic when it happened. Imagine boppin' along in some
Realm when it suddenly disappears; it'd be like somebody
vaporizing the Earth. Some Adepts have been working on
arigto help Holistics avoid getting fried. As| heard it, the
rig uses some kind of look-ahead processor and calculates
the probability of certain things happening, based on what
you do and how the surroundingsreact. If it lookslikeyou're
about to buy it, the chip initiates the necessary rote,
downloading your ass outta the sling. The thing's still
quirky and far from perfect, but the couple of seconds of
protection it gives might get you back alive. Busted up and
bleeding, maybe, but not dead.

I've heard you can "climb" into the Digital Web
through edges of the spirit world. As | said earlier, a mess
of webbing and fog floats on the fringes of Netspace;
according to the book | read ayear or so ago, those fringes
co-occupy the far shores of the Umbra. 1've heard stories
of people — shamans, mostly, although some sheepdogs
claim to have done it — literally climbing from the spirit
world into the Web. All | can say is, it must be one bitch
of aclimb!

According to the sheepdogs, this "fringe web" winds
down into a "CyberRealm" called Dystopia [see Beyond the
Barriers: The Book of Worlds and Umbra: The Velvet
Shadow], where all technology's nightmares go to die.
Werecreatures, both meaty ones and ones enhanced with
fucked-up splat and iron, occasionally crawl up out of there
and come to visit us. Knowing that, some human spinners

like to dupe wolfskin icons, then walk around startin' shit.
If, by some weird turn of events, you find yourself saying
"hello" to the American Werewolf in Netspace, be nice but
careful. It might be someone who likes wearing a shaggy
icon, butit might really *be* awerewolf, and those bastards
are fast and strong.

|cons and Dollz

Who do you want to be today ? As many of you already
know, an icon is the mask you present to the VR world, a
3-D alter-ego that shows what you *want* to show. Wanna
be a movie star? Wanna be ripped? Have bedroom eyes,
huge tits or a build like Kevin Sorbo? So long as you can
create the program, you can have the look. Not that it
stops there; you can become afish, abird, adragon or some
monstrosity outta Lovecraft's wet dreams. No matter. An
icon is simply aCGI mask, and you can change it any time.
The firing speed of your neurons is more important than
the size of your icon. Rely on your wits and your magick,
and you'll come out OK.

Creating and changing your icon takes a little com-
puter savvy, ‘causeyou'vegot towrite aseparateprogramfor
each variation. The same is true if you're using Holistic
Immersion; you literally *are* your icon in that case, but
since your body is pure information, giving it anew look is
no harder than re-programming the icon you use when
you're telepresent. The only real limits are your own cre-
ativity, general mass (due to Whiteout, it'sgenerally not a
good idea to more than triple your size or mass), and the
specs of any Constraint Realm you might happen to be
visiting. Naturally, anicon doesn't allow you to do anything
you wouldn't normally be able to do (you can't fly and
breathe fire just because you *look* like a dragon). Then
again, if you're here to begin with, there are a number of
things you can do no matter what you look like.

Y our "mask" isn't acomplete disguise. Since Net access
is based on computer programs, each icon that enters
carries an access code. No matter what the icon looks like,
the code remains the same. Since few spinners want ugly
blots of code messing up their pretty icons, those codes
aren't usually too obvious. If you know where and how to
look for ‘em, though, they're always there. The only icons
that don't carry access codes are the folks who literally
climb in from other Realms. And since that ain't exactly
the most popular route available, virtual ly everyone you see
will have an access code somewhere on his/her/its person.

Asyou can guess, peoplejudge you by your icon. Unlike
meat, an icon isafaceyou makefor yourself. If it'sLame, you
made it that way. Most people prefer low-key or imaginative
icons over grossly powerful images; as most spinners know,
the guy behind that Duke Nukem physique is probably a
44.452508392-kilo loser with aface like aday-old Dominos.
Lots of spinners *do* fashion intimidating, sexy or totally
bizarre icons and get away with it (hell, in some sectors, that



kind of thing is required dress), but for the most part, folks
want to see how clever you can be, not how big your tits or
muscles appear. Netwise, brain power isthe only real power.

Some "people" are nothing *but* icons. If you haven't
heard of Digital Dollz yet [see The Technomancer's
Toybox], they're essentially walking icons driven by simple
personality programs. They're kinda stupid and no good for

rough stuff (they de-rez when struck), but can be fun (if
weird) company, so long as you don't mind conversation
that's about as deep as the average issue of * Entertainment
Weekly.* Considering that Dollz were created as compan-
ions for horny geeks (and have looks that would shame a
swimsuit or underwear model), conversation isusually the
last thing you'll worry about in a Dollz' company.

WHY WE DO
THE THINGSWE DO

Instead of looking for an image of the uni-
1 verse, instead oflookingat photosofstars, | want
to try to play the universe.

— Dr. Fiorella Terenzi

Likeeverythinginlife, itall comesdown
to the question of "Why?' Why do we tinker
with circuit boards and peripherals, trying to
build the perfect machine? Why do we slowly
cook our retinas with the gear we use to see
the Web's glory? Why do we put up with the shit the
Traditionsgiveus?| bet you'll find as many answersto these
guestions as there are Virtual Adepts. Everybody's got his
own reasons for how he lives his life, but there are some
common things you can boil a lot of those reasons down to.

First, there's the party line of Ascension and Enlight-
enment. Thingsare comin' to ahead, boysand girls, and the
writing's on the wall. If you know how to read it, it's spray-
painted in Day-Glo letters 10 feet high. When the fit hits
the shan, we want to be ready to whisk everyone away to
Reality 2.0, the virtual reality we're building in the Web.
The Great Crash threw a monkeywrench into the works,
but we're getting things back online asfast aswe can, so we
can be ready when the big day comes.

In the meantime, though, there's a lot of cool stuff to do
intheWeb, and alot of whacked out shit to see. Y ou want to
explore Mount Fiji? Somebody's formatted a sector to look
likeit. Youwanttofeel what it'sliketofly ?VisitaConstraint
Realm where everybody's a bird. You can see and explore
*anything* in the Web, 'cause the shape of the world here is
limited only by the imaginations of those who mold it.

Y ou can also take advantage of the fact that just about
anything there is to know is somewhere in the Web. Want
to spy on someone to find out what she's up to? Dig long
enough and you'll find out; anything you need to know is
here. Technocrats are especially vulnerable — they're
alwaysfiling reports and keeping records of everything they
do. (Even if the NWO spin doctors get their hands on it, a
persistent Adept can always uncover the truth.) Once you
find the information, there's a lot you can do with it.
Somebody pissed you off in Meatsville? Why bother with a
fist fight or a magickal duel when it's so much more

satisfying to watch the repo men take away his car and
furniture, ‘cause you twipped his credit rating?

Some Adepts use the Web to look for answers to the
great mysteries. Since the Net isarepository of nearly al the
information that exists, if there's clue to an answer, it'll be
here somewhere. Who really runs the Spy's Demise, and
why? Where's the Web's operating system, and can it be
hacked? What *really* happened to Alan Turing? Are
Turing and his computer really running around in the shad-
ows of the Web? Was James McPherson really consumed by
Paradox, or isherunning around in here somewhere, with his
MEGA Pen in hand? Wha's going to win the war for reality,
and will we manage to lead everyone down the true path to
Enlightenment? These are some of the questions | think
about. Theoretically, the answers are here somewhere.

Don't forget, however, the most common reason for
spending time in the Web: Here, it doesn't matter what
your meat body's like — you can be anything you want to
be. Maybe you're overweight or pizzafaced, or possessed of
Godzilla-breath. Doesn't matter. Maybe you're weak, or
scarred, or black, female or gay; those things don't say dick
about *you,* but lots of people get twigged about 'em
anyway. The meat market isamirror-hall of bullshit vani-
ties, but you can leave them all behind in the Web, 'cause
No one sees you unless you want 'em too. There's comfort in
anonymity. It's like that commercial on TV a couple of
yearsago: "Thereisno race; there isno gender. Thereisonly
the power of the mind." Damn straight.

| seeit thisway: The Web is a place where "mind over
matter" is more than a catchy phrase or a magick trick. It's
theessential ruleof life. Here, you arewhat youwill yourself
to be, and the limit is a whole lot higher than the sky.

Okay, kiddies, that wrapsup my show. | hopeyou eachtake
home a little something that stickswith you. I'm sure I'll run into
each of you again here and there. Until then, remember to back
up your data, keep your eye out for the Technocracy, and don't
expect decent conversation from a Digital Dall.
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ONLINE

On this particular expedition, we shall travel to a vast,
desolate, white expanse stretching onward to the horizon in all
directions... a place where you could gain nothing or lose
everything and no one would ever know.

—Cacophony Societynewsl etter,advertisingBurning

Man 1990 as "Zone Trip #4"

If you don't know how to get "there," you'll never see
it, or understand it.

Oh, yeah, the"Webber community" isalot likethe"Net
community" back in RealSpace, but hey, there are more
differencesthan anyonewould liketo admit. It'struethat a
meat-only hacker can log on to the Web's more esoteric Stes
and have alot of fun, but to get the real pieyou'vegot to take
thediveandgo"there" — straight downandintowonderland.

Let'scheck thedepth real quick, first. Wouldn't want
to hit your head on the edge of the pool, wouldya? Grab
the hand of this beautiful icon (it's from Burne Jones'
Nimue, why do you ask?) and ride with me down into the
Information Sea.

BTW, don't ask about the bottom of the pool — far as
| know, it doesn't have one!



How GeeksM adetheWorld

tiny fugue? Why, | remember the days when
we tattooed packets on the foreheads of slaves and
sent them out into the Net.

— FastFingers Dansky

"There" used to exist in text only. In the
olden days, Webbers could only type at each
other. Unless you took the Turing Express
(which most people weren't brave or stupid
enough to do), VR was only as real as avoice
on aphone or text on ascreen. (Try projecting yourself into
a shared world that none of you can actually see. Uh huh.
Now you understand why very few people were ready to just
leap in. How can you test the depth if you don't even know
what the pond looks like?) The technology to project a
person straight into the Net took a while to develop. In the
meantime, early VAs and bleater Webbers alike simply
wrote to each other, fiddled with their decks, and tried to
puzzle out the next step in the trip.

That trip began with the keyboard, the typewriter of
the gods. Early Webbers dashed off their thoughts to each
other on a thousand different home-baked systems. Their
written words would disappear down phone lines (can you
imagine?), wander out into the ether and eventually crawl
up some other schmuck's screen, looking (or more accu-
rately, pretending) to be communication in Real Time.
Sheyeah. Right.

Real Time, my ass. Thousands of nanoseconds oc-
curred between when the first typer hit <return> and when
the second person saw the message. That's right, saw the
message. We were still working in text. Y ou know, words,
like in a book. Oh, c'mon, a book! With paper pages. Yep,
honest and true.

Talking the Talk

Here's something you should know, something that
may help make Web communication comprehensible: It's
yet another holdover from the days of text. Y our hands get
tired when you type alot. Infact, people's hands and joints
and muscles used to take so much damage that they'd start
to wear out. So there was areal tendency for old-line geeks
to save keystrokes and shorten words and phrases to give
their meat abreak. "Cult of Ecstasy," for example, logically
becomes "CoX" and is pronounced "cox." Saved keystrokes
are even better if the word you produce is unpronounceabl e;
".cshrc" hasgiven UNI X wizardsfitsfor years— "sea-shark"
is the best of a slew of unpal atabl e possible pronunciations.
Geeks have an odd sense of humor and take pride in their
word manipulations. (One computer language was named
just so that programmers could tell clueless administrative
types that they were writing code "in Glish.") This, of
course, points out the second reason for the linguistic

shorthand employed by both mortal Webheads and Awak-
ened ones alike: exclusion. If you don't belong "there"
you're not likely to understand large portions of the conver-
sation "there.* Which is as it should be.

(Naturally, thefuturisticjargonthat definesthetruly
Elite— and the utterly Lame, too — almost totally defies
comprehension. I'm just using the basics here so you can
follow along. Trust me, if | wanted to be an obfuscationalist,
| could leave you scratching your head with a thesaurus in
one hand and a can of Jolt and some Ibuprofen in the
other! :-) )

Saving keystrokes means, however, that there'san odd
transliteration between text and the spoken language.
Occasionally, the spoken language gets adopted back into
text, regardless of what language teachers declare "proper."
So "prolly," "kewl" and "rember" are common usage, as are
"gonna," "gotta," "hafta' and the ubiquitous "em." On the
other hand, geek-originated computer acronyms have also
been translated into spoken words. "Imho," "wibni" and
"yawa?' (among others) are all commonly used spoken
words that represent entire thoughts or phrases.

Oh, yeah! Since you can't hear how folks inflect and
emphasize words when you're working in text, geeks devel-
oped this habit of capitalizing important words and words
used to express abstract ideas that are being used as concrete
fact. Like "Real Time." What's that mean? We call time
"red" just because events are happening now and not
sometime in the future? Here's another one: "Web." It's
tough to point at "the Web," but we use the term like we
know what it means. Or even "Real Soon Now," which
implies a semi-sarcastic, undefined "sometime, maybe"
kind of time. Every group creates an "insider" language; not
only does Netspeak streamline communications (and cut
down on keystrokes, to0), it aso helps group members
identify each other. You'll get used to it, | promise.

| -con Seel

Imagine, if you will, what the earliest Webbers found
when they actually made the jump. Lotsa empty black
space, maybe punctuated with afew gauzy strands of Web.
A lot of fog, perhaps some lines of glowing data tossing
around like dead leaves on avirtual wind. Here and there,
a few blocky sectors, blazing neon geometries with dead-
sharp edges. And between them, tiny spiderwebs of code,
weaving up a cat's cradle of information against a deep
black void.

As you can imagine, good graphics became a priority.
Who'd wanna hang around in that for any length of time?

Without a "there" to jump to, the majority of Webbers
were still stuck in text. Pretty soon we got the graphics.
Frankly, for a long time, the text was better. At least if



you're using words, people can draw pictures in their own
heads. Writing early online graphicswas kindalike shoving
colored blocks around a screen (and looked about that
primitive, too!), and it took all sorts of special permissions
and privileges before you could even color in your own
sguares in apublic sector. | mean, not only was this slower
than text, it was uglier, too. But folks put some energy into
it — mostly because it was "new" and "better" somehow, or
maybe people thought it was easier to draw than write —
and eventually, some of it actually started to look pretty
decent. O'course, we're still talking about flat-screen im-
ages here, so it felt pretty far removed from the person
actually using or writing stuff.

There was something else at work, | think. When
you've got only words to work with, you can draw pictures
inyour own head. If I tell you that | want to live in athatch-
roofed cottage with flowers in window boxes, kinda like
Anne Hathaway's cottage near the River Avon, you get a
picture in your head, right? | prolly don't even have to
describe the flagstones in the path leading up to the front
door, or the airy trees overhanging the edge of the roof. You
"get" the picture | drew for you with words.

| can't draw that for you with paint or pixels. Hell, |
couldn't even draw you an outhouse, much less a thatch-
roofed cottage. | might be able to manage something that
you'd recognize as aflower, but any kindergartner would do
aswell. Trees? Green globs stuck on top of a brown stick. |
guess we can't all be artists.

And that was the beauty of words. You could make
things happen without actually having to create a visual
image. Y ou could rely on mental pictures. That, sadly, wasn't
gonnado it for someone who wanted or needed to get into the
Webitself. Somesort of visual environment wasnecessary —
that, and Webbers with the spice and iron to jump beyond
the words and graphics and get to the heart of the beast.

VAs with more spice than sense tried out a plethora of
rigs. Motivated by the concept of the Correspondence
Point (where all places become one), they sought to dis-
cover the equation that would open the doorway to that
Point... or go beyond it into that place-that-was-no-place-
and-yet-every-place. In the process, they tried to lay out a
landscape — sort of like the flags explorers plant when they
reach some new discovery. Without a "shared connection"
to aimfor, our favorite methods of immersion (Sensory and
Astral) were personal routes that led to different parts of the
Web... if they led anywhere at all. This limitation made i .
graphic innovation a priority. A lot of good people went
batshit (or bye-bye) trying to mix blocky graphics with
dimension-hopping iron. One 1960s-era VA called Jolly
Roger merged lasers, brain-jacking, TV screens, LSD and
Peter Max printsin his attempt tojump into VR. Hishouse 'y PL
imploded, but he supposedly survived the experiment — as ""'---....,".ll’ |
Blue Meanie, aMarauder still warping hisway through the
Web in a vaguely human blot of colors.

l‘ll‘"’.".;iill.




Eventually, graphics improved. Through acombina-
tion of VA/SoE experiments in dimensional/etheric
physics, advanced computer imaging, and Sleeper inno-
vations like wire-frame graphics. By the early '70s, the
average VA could project into the Web and find some-
thing more than black space, glowing lines and strings of
code. A funny thing happened when movieslike Star Wars
and Tron merged with video games in the human con-
sciousness: the Net began to conform to human
expectations of computer space! Thisverifiable proof that
reality conforms to human observation and belief (even
when the beholder is not present) gave us the boost we
needed to set things on a light-speed course.

It took the '70s graphics revolution to lay the corner-
stones for online communities. Prior to the middle of the
decade, most Webbers still interfaced with each other
through text. VR communionswere personal, not “shared.”
It was pretty damned hard, even for VAs, to transmit
graphics into someone else's system, so you had to get
them to jump beyond the screens without having much of
a place to aim for. To top it off, most "interaction"
occurred with objects and scenery, not with other people.
(Oh, yeah, there were some animated "people” around —
nowhere near as good as the Dollz around today — that
were usually just products of some hormonal geek'sfanta-
sies. Scanned Playboy models were common templates in
the early days, and many a geek had his own VR harem
waiting for him when he jumped online.) Hey, no matter
how advanced humans think we are, we're still primates
and we still need other people! By thetime innovatorslike
MacPherson and Bleeding Scone had woven graphics,
swim-tech and computer networks into modern Immer-
sion techniques, the graphics revolution had reworked the
Web into a wonderland — a wonderland we could all
reach with the right tools and perceptions.

The final hurdles involved access. Goggles, headsets,
full-body suits and bio-hooked electrodes made VR access
a total pain in the ass until miniaturization and
microprocessing became commonplace in the mid-1980s.
Sleeper iron remained, by necessity, morelimited and bulky
than our own, but soon even they could dive into the
shallow end of the graphics pool.

Which brings us to where we are today. The Web is
more vivid and complex than ever before. Computer
animation is everywhere, and the Sleepers have accepted
VR so totally into the common paradigm that it's only a
matter of time before any geek with a computer and a
hookup can dive into the pool with us and swim with the
Awakened fishes, so to speak, way beyond text limitations
and lag time crawl. Even then, though, the legacies of text
chat will remain with us. Hey, those phrases have already
become part of the language outside the geek sphere. Who
knows what other transformations will occur when the
whole world goes online?



Communities

Ther€e's order, there's chaos, there's intu-
ition, and there's formality, all operating
simultaneously.

— Elliot Sharp, speaking of the human
brain
So what about that pool? How do people
} '.‘ "live" in the Web? And how can you create
B your own space? Lemme tell you a bit about
how things work in general, then we'll take a
little stroll around and I'll show you some specifics.

Even back in the olden days of text, there were commu-
nitieson the Net. It'snot like most folks thought of 'em that
way — after all, folks have been defining "community" in
terms of geography ever since the first time two families
decided that they were neighbors. MUDs, newsgroups, chat
lines, even listservs let non-proximate folks get to know
each other. MUDs and chat lines worked Real Time;
newsgroups and listservstook longer. But the point is, folks
got to know each other. Kinda like having pen-pals you've
never met, but awhole ot more immediate than waiting on
snail mail.

Some groups of people who are not related by blood or
marriage still describe themselves as "families." Anthro-
pologists call these "fictive kinships." Some people go even
further and equate the people in the group to neurons in an
ever-growing brain. Regardless of the terminology, how-
ever, thefact remains that peopl e choose to share acommon
history and assume that they'll share a common future.
These people create "communities of interest" — organ-
isms joined by a common cause.

Within any community, social and political hierar-
chies exist. Some folks administer the place, either because
they want to or because no one €else can be bothered. (I have
a hard time believing that anyone actually chooses to be a
petty bureaucrat!) There are systems of exchange, too. We
use credit asone medium, but | would argue that we also use
time, attention and information, too. If you edit my term
paper, I'll help you with your organic chemistry homework.
That's reciprocity — and, in some sense, that's also "com-
munity." We trade skills, and benefit from each other's
expertise. We all havefictive and formal kinships, rituals,
factions and friendships in RealSpace — and in a Web
community, too. Physical geography really doesn't matter
when you can create your own proximity in the Net. Time
of day doesn't matter, either; if you can't deep, you can log
in and find someone to talk to, even if they're halfway
around the globe.

In fact, it doesn't matter how old you are, or what your
meat |ooks like, or what your grade-point average or profes-
sional titleare. Y ourgender (or lack thereof) hasaremarkably
small impact — unless you want it to, o'course. What does

matter is your cleverness. How well you fit into your
community. Your willingness to invest some time and
energy into maintaining your onlinehomeor homes. Friend-
liness, wit, awillingness to exchange information — these
are the attributes that matter online. A cool-looking icon
isjust the beginning. A skweeb is a skweeb.

Like meat communities, online communities begin
when folks find a reason to band together. It could be for
mutual defense from some common enemy, but it's more
likely that folksjust start hanging out together because they
like each other, or need something from each other, or share
some common interest. External adversity like the Great
Crash can strengthen community bonds too, of course.
That certainly happened in my online home, anyway.
We've all been trying to help each other out, re-establish-
ing lost links and creating new routes that bypass some
Whited areas. Sometimes odd reasons bring people to-
gether. There was an online group, back in the days of text,
called alt.callahans. Nifty folks, they were, who started
hanging out together onlinejust 'causethey liked a (suppos-
edly) fictional bar in Spider Robinson's work. Liked it
enough to make a sector out of it, then plop their icons
down and call it home. There are lots of places like that
online— and lots of families built around stuff other people
might consider trivial.

Social Conflictand
Resolutions

Naturally, communities and conflicts go together like
milk and cheese. Any community that wants to survive
those problems needs to create ways of dealing with them...
and with the people who cause them. The so-called Great
Race is a billboard example, but most conflicts are lots
smaller than that. Like anyone else, Netizens disagree over
anything from the quality of amovieto the polynomial root
of a pleasing fractal. Yeah, the arguments can get pretty
esoteric, but in the end they often come down to a simple
disagreement. If you can resolve that disagreement without
someone getting de-rezzed, you're moving in the right
direction. For the most part, folks are (relatively) friendly,
because if we don't work together — at some level, anyhow

— we won't have a Web at all. It's not like there's some
great and powerful wizard who maintainsall of this. We do
it. So things work — usually.

See, friendship is a two-way deal, and even when
folks are only "relatively" friendly, things go pretty
smoothly. When conflicts get ugly, everybody pays the
price. How're you going to discipline arogue icon? Lock
‘em up? The problem child will just create a new icon and
come back again.



But then, most folkswho're obnoxious are just looking
for attention. (But notall. Neffiesand Madballzareawhole
'nother issue.)

* Newbies don't know any better. They'rejust new and
stupid.

¢ Trendies come for the party. They heard cyberspace
was JUZT 2 kewl, and hopped on the fast track of the
information superhighway hoping to get athrill.

e XKippers can't be bothered to actually do anything
worthwhile. They skip in and skip out in a flurry of flirta-
tions and promises. When you see someone like this, give
her the impression that she really matters, then go off and
leave her hanging.

That's generally the best way to handle stupid people:
Go away and leave 'em alone. Eventually, they'll either get
bored and go bother someone else, or they'll buy aclue and
change their ways. If you think someone's redeemable, just
take 'em asideand explain what'swhat. Some of ‘emwill get
it. Some of 'em won't, but that's their problem. A dweeb
who marginalizes himself with clueless behavior has only
himself to blame.

A few Netizensreally areintentional jerks. Every now
and again, you get skweebs, folks who're downright mali-
cious. These assholes dump, flame, steal and lie their way
through whatever communities they can find. They start
brushfireflamewarsover nothing, piratedata, craft charm-
ing iconsand usethem to cause heartbreak, and occasional ly
get into really bad shit — sabotage, terrorism and virtual
murder. Avoid 'em if possible, dump 'em if you can, and
watch out for the inevitable rat bites on your ass.

Some skweebs can be really dangerous. If you've got a
real rat in your maze, the best thing you can do is gather a
posse and hunt his ass down. The Web is a frontier, and
Netizens usually take care of their own business. The
alternative is a police force, and nobody wants that.

Nobody but the Ironteeth, anyway.

Respect

Individual communities have their own rules, and it's
not always easy to move between 'em gracefully. Like
cultures in Real Space, most online "families" favor certain
manners. It's really easy to make friends online — most
Netizens are used to being marginalized, and are more than
willing to give someone clueful achance to be friends. By
the same token, it'sreally easy to make an ass of yourself...
lots of people do it every day.

Asawhole, Netizenstend to prize eloquence, wit, knowl -
edge and a sense of humor. This even goes for the Ironteeth,
most of whom have adapted surprisingly well to online socid
life. If you meet some steelhead with an attitude problem, he's
prolly new here. A fairly healthy disdain for institutions and
authority comes with the package, too, although some of the
newer Netizens (usually soldiers of bureaucracy, Technocrat
or otherwise) are as conformist as any file clerk.

The Net is an anarchist state. No ranks or titles
beyond the ephemeral half-joke "Elite" are tolerated out-
sideprivatesectors. Most of thefolksheredistrust authority,
especially from RealSpace, and they're not keen about
having anyone bring on old baggage! People make a lotta
noise about newbies, but so long as they make some effort
to grab the clue phone early on, new folks are treated OK
(though a newbie'll prolly get a bit o'ribbin' before he
settles in).

Eliteness is something you earn; if you have to ask,
you don't have it. Most of the old dudes are considered
Elite, but there's a backlash against that from some folks,
who call the fogies "cryptkeepers,” instead. By and large,
you're given the respect you earn — with smarts, spice and
savvy. Digging up inside information is a great way to
score points with people, too, but Goddess help you if you
get caught making stuff up (or worse, stealing it from
someone popular). The fiery brand of LAMER haunts
those who break the rules too often or too badly.

Brands and Rawhiding

That stigma—aliteral brand burned into your icon—
defines the line between acceptable and intolerable. In
someminds, "Lame" still definesthe newbie; most Netizens
aremoreforgivingthanthat, though. Itusually takesafairly
rank act of stupidity or malice to get branded, but that
punishment marks you big-time.

In the old days, a person whom you'd pissed off would
simply de-rez your sorry ass, or get his friends to take you
down if he couldn't. That was easier when there were fewer
people online. With the high volume on the Net today,
you'd be wasting time and making enemies unnecessarily if
you chose to be that touchy. These days, it's easier just to
ignore someone (or ostracize her) if she getsannoying. A lot
of peopledon't mean to bejerks, they just wind up that way.

For those who really cross the line— and it's a broad
line — rawhiding has become the time-honored social
punishment. Essentially, a group of people jump the

Brands and Symbols

Spammer: Moron who wastes other spinners
time. A minor brand.

Lamer: All-purpose symbol of contempt.

Whiteout Magnet: Careless idiot who tosses
magick around too freely.

Thief: Data pirate. Major brand.

Exile. Terminal offender; to associate with him
is to be branded Lame.

Off Limits: Not abrand, but a"keep out" symboal.

Claimed: A symbol marked on formats-in-
progress.

Congruct: Technocracy mark for a SRVRZ.



offender's icon, freeze it with a skip program and burn a
brand into its imaging program. No matter what the
asshole does, the brand remains permanent until the
procedure runs its course. Really mild offenders get
nailed with small-time brands — a week or so. The
average brand lasts a month or two; real assholes get
nailed with six-month tags, and real assholes who get
caught more than once get permanent brands. As of yet,
there isn't a rawhiding code. If you happen to get nailed,
you'd better hope your crimes are light and your "jury” is
merciful.

What crosses the line? Theft. Assault. Careless
magick. Harassment. Generally, if you really piss some-
one off, you're liable to get rawhided. That "really pissed
off state depends on the offender's deeds and the
offendee's attitude. Some peopl€'ll rawhide youfor lookin'
at 'em cross-eyed, but most Webbers are more forgiving
than that. If everyone branded everyone else over the
smallest slight, the brands would soon be worthless,
wouldn't they? And someone who rawhides people for
the fun of it may find himself getting branded pretty
damned quick!

Brands are painless unless you want to socialize. By
common consent, most Webbers avoid or mock people
who've been branded. An icon with a major brand is re-
stricted from most sectors, and very few Webbers will trust
him. Really tight sectors are set to de-rez an iconwith aThief,
Exile or Whiteout Magnet brand, and it's a sure bet the
Technocrats will boot a Webber with those marks so far off
their turf that he'll be seeing stars for a week.

FlameWarsand Core Wars

Another solution presents itself in old-style dueling:
Offendee challenges offender to aface-off, they fight, and
someone (hopefully) wins. Flame wars erupt spontane-
ously: A heated argument literally bursts into flames.
Insults become VR firebolts, and each "hit" intensifies the
burn until the loser's icon de-rezzes. These duels are wars
of words only — magickal attack is exceedingly bad form,
and might earn the asshole a rawhiding. Most times, a
flame war attracts an audience, who often "grades' the
battle with its own comments (frequently spreading the
war)! Ifthingsget really stupid, the crowd might just flame
all parties concerned.

A nasty insult begins acore war. Here, the rivals select
aplace to fight, usually in a Warzone. They employ what-
ever weapons they care to use, although most folks prefer to
agree on theweaponsfirst. Some combatants prefer to fling
blaster bolts at each other until one "dies’; really serious
grudges might involve magickal fights, or VA-style core
duels using computer viruses. [See Virtual Adepts, p. 26
Either way, each party usually brings seconds and specta-
tors. Theresultsareconsidered "legal" — aslegal asanything
gets in the Web, anyhow!

Strange Avenues

Considering how we're trying to create a new reality
here in Netspace, it's a wonder we carry over as much
human baggage as we do. Still, there are quite afew "new-
ances' that RealSpace can't touch....

Parallaxing

How can you be in two places at once, when you're not
anywhere at all?

- The Firesign Theater

Skilled Webbers tend to use different icons for differ-
ent communities. A pal of mine calls the practice
"eclectronics'; it makes it easier to keep straight who's who,
especialy when you're trying to parallax -- that is, to
interact withfolksin several places at once. | gottawarnyou
though, kid, parallaxing is alot tougher that it looks, and it
takes afair amount of practice before you get good at it. Oh,
and do expect to be razzed by folks who notice (unless
they're in the same places at the same time, t00).

It's prolly easier if you start out in only two places at
once — preferably pretty slow places. Y ou don't wannatry
being in Fuzzy'sbar and in some town's central marketplace
at the same time. Too much going on, and you can't keep
track of it all. Your icon will look likeit'sfallen asleep mid-
sentence in one place while you're concentrating on what
you're doing someplace else. Once you get good, though...
hell, I know akid who used to have sex and do his calculus
homework someplace else at the same time, and his partner
was none the wiser. So practice, but be discrete.

Y eah, yeah. We'll get back to the "sex" bit in a couple
of minutes. | promise.

Part of the problem with being two — or more— places
at once is that it distorts your perceptions of where you
"are" That's why you gotta practice: so your brain will
figure out how to keep track of a bunch of conversational
threads at once. Y our brain has to make the switch back and
forth, and watching the mental and physical scenery shift
that fast can be pretty damned disorienting. |magine argu-
ing with yourself through three icons, none of whom look
anything like your meat. Can you say "identity crisis?' How
many mouths do you want to say it with? We're still so
"human" sometimes!

Anonymity

It's funny how folks think they're anonymous when
they log on. Hell, anyone who knows what she's doing can
see their electronic footsteps and trace them right back to
the point where they came into the Net.

Most icons wear traces of the user's deck to begin with,
and most users carry a lot of common characteristics into
every icon they produce. Your ID code stays with you no
matter what you look like. Even if it didn't, very few people



can create alternate personalities that are nothing alike. A
perceptive chap can notice what carries over (like my pen-
chant for Pre-Raphaelite icons, for example) and track you
that way. Even a chameleon parallaxer (a Webber who can
create many truly distinctive identities) leavesatrail of pix-
e dust behind him, though. Think of conduits as switching
points instead of just roads. Every time a Webber goes
through a switching point, his presence gets recorded and
time-stamped. That record, accessible to the right programs,
is pix-e dust, and it's pretty hard to shake unless you change
your icon every time you move from one sector to another.
Y eah, we still have to "move" around in this virtual
world. Unless you've got alot of spice to burn, it's still not
exactly possible to "think" your icon from one place to
another. There are ways around the conduits, though.
Knowledgeable Netizens find back-doors and shortcuts
that bypass the usual conduits (or simply 'port around) if
they want to be surreptitious. Unless you're really careful,
though, even those movements can be noticed by the wary
and watchful. Of course, if you don't make a habit of
sneaking around, most folks aren't going to bother watch-
ing you. On the other hand, if you're always trying to be
stealthy, folks may start studying your moves to see what
you're up to... or to learn afew new tricks from you!
Logging in from a public site can buy you a tiny bit of
protection... but that only slowsthingsdown abit if someone
really wantsto find out whoyou are. All they gottado istrace
you back to your host machine and seewho'slogged on. After
that, it doesn't generally take a whole lot of skull sweat to
narrow things down and make some pretty good guesses
about who's doing what. So don't go thinking you can hide
behind an anonymousicon! Y ou'renonewbiedweebandyou
ought to know better by now. Goddess knows, there're
enough other misconceptions about life on the Web already!

Sex Sells

Speaking of:

Trogshavethisthing about doing thenasty online, likeit's
some Big Deal incomprehensibility. <shrug> Used to be they
thought we were all pedophiles or mad bombers... now the
bleater mediathinksweall logonjusttoget laid. Butrealy, it's
nodifferentthananythingel sepeopledo, isit?ltmostly depends
on how good you are, after all. Sensory input is sensory input.

O'coursg, it was different back in the days of text. It had
to have been. How do you simulate running a hand up
someone's side, satin palm moving in a slow caress from
hipbone to ribcage, in words? Nah, you gotta be there and
do it for it to make sense. How can youfedl it if you're busy
trying to type it? Sounds like ayawner, donnit?

Imho, it was the drive for better online sex that pushed
the graphics codes ahead so quickly — to say nothing of the
tactile drivers and immersion tech! Let'sface it: Sex (espe-
cially sexual pleasure) sells — aways has, aways will. This
isn't exactly news. Maybeit'sjust theway we'rewired, ‘cause

it'snot like reproduction isafactor in virtual sex. Raw sexual
desire has driven alot of industries down through the ages, my
friend, especially when it comes to technological advances.
Y eah, sex sells, al right. And aslong asfolksarewilling to pay
for sex (by proxy, if necessary), other folks will be trying to
improve the look and feel (sorry) of online sex.

So now we've got software that — once you're online—
givesyou something so closeto rea that your brain believesit:
taste, smell, tactile sensations... and graphics. Boy, howdy,
have we gotten good at this shit! Look at Digital Dollz. Yeah,
we've pretty well gotten graphicsto a"believable" state! Inthe
end, the whole thing's all a mind/tech game. Unless you've
takentheHolistic Immersion route, you never physically touch
the object of your online desire. All the same, you can feel each
other as well — often better! — as you could if you were
standing in the same room. Add sensory enhancers, psychotro-
pics and af ew well-placed mind-fucker rotes, and you'vegot an
experience no fleshy Don Juan could ever provide!

There's more to this game than you would think: In
ancient times, the people would set aside festivals like
Beltane or the Satyricon; during those fests, orgies cel-
ebrated the gifts of life and fertility. Donning masks and
costumes, the celebrants literally became "other beings'
and channeled their gods. While the VR flesh dancers
obviously aren't celebrating fertility or gods, some of 'em
claim their icons become "other beings." By acting out
metahuman sex in metahuman forms, they achieve
metahuman awareness. Makes sense, | guess!

There are lots of advantages to getting laid online, too:
Your meat doesn't have to leave home; if you need clean
duds, you can just code 'em up; nobody gets pregnant
(which, I would argue, is why humans will never move
entirely online); if your partner likes brunettes you can be
brunette; and no one has to sleep in the wet spot. 'Sides, the
incidence of STDs is way low online.

Jeez, that was ajoke. Stay with me, here.

See, that's part of the point. For alot of stuff— likegetting
laid regularly — things are actually less complicated online.
Y ou find out how people think and how their brains work and
what's important to them, without getting your processes
cluttered up with their looks or bad habits. Y ou get the essence
of the person first — because that's what comes through his
icon's projections. The other stuff only becomes important if
you move into some kind of long-term relationship... which
an amazing number of folks who meet online do. Does that
surprise you? It shouldn't. Weare still primates, after all, and we
need other people to feel complete. (Well, most of us are,
anyway. I'm not sure about those folks who live completely in
the Net. They're pretty rare, though. | don't suppose there's
more than a couple of hundred altogether in the entire Web,
and they're all pretty powerful.) If the presence of those other
people involves lots of consensuad sensuality, who are we to
argue? (Note the word "consensud.” Kiddie traps and slave
blocks are not, shall we say, good karma.)



Sleepers and What to do With 'Em

Sleepers are awhole 'nother issue. With Awakened folks,
you generally know how to act. Bleat... | mean Sleepers are
surprise packages. Some are clueful searchers and visionaries
looking to get past the blinders of the meat world. Others are
clueless but harmless, blundering through the Grid Sector
constraints either by accident or design. The bad ones are
assholes, hacking their way past the fences and messing up the
rest of the place on general principle. Used to be, you could spot
a Sleeper amile away by her 2-D dot matrix icon. These days,
it'salot harder — Sleeper icons still betray some tell-tales, but
they're far more sophisticated than they used to be. And since
Sleepers don't usually join the teams or know the score, it's
hard to figure out which side of the game they're playing on.

Most times, Sleepersfigure were all part of abig MU*, a
huge game running all over theNet. (Inaway, | guessthey're
right.) On their screens, our actions translate into text and our
words scroll by like log-ins on crack. Folks with good graphic
iron might clue in to some of the more established sectors,
which look, to them, like state-of-the-art video games. Figur-
ing that he's clued in to some badass RPG, Joe Average
Sleep-Webber is pretty harmless. If he's clever and you're
desperate, you can even use him as an errand-boy in meat
country, giving him "clues’ and "secret missions' that actually
accomplish your ends offline. (Technocrats and VAs are
notoriousfor this, and | suspect that some Billy-Boys use slave
block sites and pervert rooms for their own devices.)

Every so often, you'll get Clueful-Sleeper Charlotte, the
kid who understands just enough of what's going on to want
to join in. She'll be the one to see through the game and
understand its mystical possibilities. Hopefully, she won't be
one of those crystal wavers waiting for the next Heaven's
Gate to open. If she is, you may have a serious problem on
your hands — she won't let you be, and might send some of
her like-minded friends after you for advice about the Har-
monic Ascension or somesuch. While skweebs claim that
Charlotte and her type make the best pawns, the kids can be
areal pain in the ass, especialy if you care what happens to
them. Even if you don't, these kinds tend to follow you
around like starving puppies. If you do care, you might be
lucky enough to find a truly Clueful Charlotte on the other
end of your chats. With a little time, teaching and cultiva-
tion, this Sleeper might become an ally, a new mage, or just
aworthy exercise in making the world a better place.

Overload

One of the things that's hard for new folks — especially
Sleepers — to get used to is how damned fast things happen
online. Time distorts. It somehow expands and contracts. On
one hand, time passes so quickly that just flipping through
your mail can take a lot longer than you think. When you
emerge from VR, pow!, hours have passed. On the other
hand, time shrinks. | mean, it compresses to a degree that
most folks find really frightening when they stop to think




about it. You could dive online, spend a night in the Crater
whaling on your friends, and take off the goggles an hour
later. It'sdisorienting, to say theleast. Like Faerie, the Web
works on a different time scale than the mortal world.

Every so often, you've got to step off the merry-go-round
or snap. Online, your mind and senses operate in a state of
absolute economy. All datainput ishyper-compressed. When
you inject that data— whichisall VRis—directly into your
head, you absorb alot of data quickly. When you experience
information through osmosis, your mind goesinto hyperdrive.
Somebody once suggested that, without downtime (kinda
like when meat sleeps) to process information, we'd all feel
like everything was happening al at once.

Downtime is really vital if you're getting a workout
online. Since you're essentially mainlining everything you
see, hear, feel, say and learn, your mind gets fatigued. The
more you experience, the worse the fatigue. This finds its
way back to your meat, too. Headaches, blurred vision,
skewed reflexes, even electrical burns can follow a heavy
"swim." Ifyou'rebeat up online, your physical body will feel
the pain, even if the "bruises" are all in your head. Overload
traumas — online exhaustion, virtual rape, digital death,
that sort of thing — might even lead to a mental break-
down. A worst-case scenario snaps the tie between body
and mind, leaving the spirit stranded somewhere in be-
tween. Don't think it can happen? A lot of coma-ward
patients would tell you differently... if they could talk.

So long as you get a lot of rest in between "swims,"
things ought to be fine for you. The Net can take a lot out
of you. Just take alittle "real life" time in between sessions
to let your body and mind play catch-up. It'll make both
lives awhole lot easier!

De-Rezzing, Egg-Burning
and Digital Death

Oh, yeah. Then there's death online. Fortunately, it isn't
usually permanent. Painful, usually, but not permanent. Since
your meat's safely back home, your mind takes the punishment.
Essentially, therearethreewaystoget theax in VR: de-rezzing,
which boots you offline in a hurry; icon death, which usually

leads to a certain degree of egg-frying back home; and the chaos
dump, which fractalizes your icon and scatters your conscious-
ness al over Webspace. Only the last is usually permanent.

De-rezzing occurs when you get nailed hard by an
annoyed Webber, get caught in a small Whiteout, or try to
pass into a Restricted Sector without meeting the require-
ments. Y our icon getsfrazzled and your senses get booted back
into your meat, posthaste. After a bit of shock, your mind
wakes up back in your body, disoriented and sore but none
the worse for the hit. A "soft" de-rez just kicksyou back into
another sector; it stingsabit, but it'snot abigdeal. A "hard"
de-rez actually boots you out. It's abigger deal, but not fatal.

Icon death actually blasts your icon apart on a math-
ematical level. FREEK programs, HIT Marks, severe
Whiteouts and some rotes can "kill" you this way. Once
"killed," your program gets fucked and your consciousness
does a reverse-bungee back into Meatsville. This hurts —
alot. On top of the mental scrambling (called "egg-frying,"
after that Reagan-era drug commercial) that can send you
into acomaif Lady Luck hatesyou that day, there's a physical
burn (first or second degree) that sometimes includes blind-
ness or sensory dysplasia. Not something you want to
experience, though lots of Webbers do a some point.

A chaos dump (usually caused by a bad Whiteout, some
really ruthless Webber, lethal feedback, or icon death in a
Restricted Sector) gets pretty hardcore. Rather than scattering
your icon, achaosdumpactual ly fusesit into afractal mass. Y our
consciousness not only takes the pain of dying, but splits itsdlf
between your icon in Webspace and your meat back home. Bad
news. A chaos dump combines egg-frying, physica system shock
and soul-splitting. Very few Webbersever recover fromthiskind
of murder. Mindless, their bodies rot, shocked dead or forever
comatose. Fortunately, very few Webbers would ever deal out
chaos dumps intentionally. Everyone's aware of their own
vulnerability to it, and no one wants to be trapped forever in
Digital Hell. Killing a fellow Webber this way is cause for a
permanent rawhiding, even in Technocracy space. Desth is
considered more humane than fractalizing. The worst thing
about White Wednesday was the number of people who were
chaos dumped in the Crash. Brrrr....

Let's move on to a happier topic. Like now.

Prominent Societies

The people of aband or avillage or a small town
know each of the other members of that community
| aspartsof oneanother; eachisstrongly awareof just
| that group of people, as belonging together: The
"we" that each inhabitant uses recognizes the sepa-
rateness of that band or village from all others.
—Robert Redfield, The Little Community
Communities are our little walls against
death, our protection in the storm of life, our
commonbondsof familiarity. All that stuff, y'’know?Whenever

folks collect, they start looking for things they have in
common. When they find something, they tend to settle
down, at least for alittle while. It makes us all feel safer to
know there are more like us.

See, we may all be individuals— and some of us take a
great deal of pride in how individual we are — but we're till
human, and we still need to be around each other. Some-
times, groups are defined by their ethnicities, sometimes by
their interests, and sometimes just because they happen to
live on the same chunk of the globe. Regardless, you get a



bunchafolkswho tend to hang out together, and you wind up
with a"community" or a "society”" or a"gang" or whatever
you want to call it. Folks identify with each other. (Don't
forget that there has to be a "them" so that we can be "us'!)

Think of Net societies as Websites. A bunch of people
congregate around a certain theme or purpose, usually in a
sector set aside for their use. Some stick around, but most
come and go asthey please. A few folks change handles and
come back again and again as different "people." Politics,
such as they are, shift ground constantly in an endless game
of one-upmanship, friendship, beholdance and faux pas.
Although the main theme remains sorta intact, its specifics
undergo more morphing than Michael Jackson's face. Any-
thing | tell you now will change by thetimeyou put it to use.

The Web doesn't discriminate much between Segper and
Awakened. Aslong asyou'vegot theiron, the curiosity and the
access codes, you can bond with anyone you want. Most real
Webber communities favor mages, of course — Seeper chat-
bonds run only so deep — but usually include un-Awakened
folksaswell. Although the Great Race tendsto split peopleinto
Tradition, Technocrat and Free Spinner camps, lots of "fami-
lies' feature"cousins' fromall threegroups. Yes, itispossibleto
haveanMIB, aV A and aSleeper with major cluageall hanging
together in a sector. Not common, but it happens.

I've gotta note that the names I'm giving you are
general labels, not formal society names. If you run across
someone claiming to be acryptkeeper, chuckle. HEsgot an
exaggerated sense of his own importance! Communities
aren't labels— they just are.

So let's walk around a bit and take a look at a couple of
kindsof "us" Y ou're not herefor your health, and | know better
than to think you plan to spend all your online life alone—

Bogies

I've already mentioned these guys. Lessaunified group
than aWebber "type," Bogiesrevel inthe intrigue of the VR
world. While many Webbers prefer hypertech images and
spout futurespeak, Bogies shape their icons into archaic
shapes, often film noir characters, old movie stars or pulp-
fiction characters. Slouch hats, raincoats, cigarettes and
stiletto heelsarederigueur for these ol d-fashioned Webbers,
and lipstick kisses and smoking guns are their favorite toys.

The Spy's Demise offers an excellent hangout for these
throwbacks, but the Web sports over a dozen speakeasies,
pool rooms, dives and mansions, all ripe with secret passages
and dark luxuries, and brimming with virtual booze. Amid
these playgrounds, the Bogies act out deadly serious dramas
of lust, betrayal, espionage andfisticuffs. Many of the tensest
moments of the Great Race wind up decked out in rain-
drenched finery — Technocrats seem to love this game as
much as (if not more than) Independents and Etherites do.
Although most VAsdisdain Bogie melodramas, | know of a
few (myselfincluded) who like to "get in on the action" once
in awhile, if only as a break from the neon routine.

Despite the charming romanticization the Bogies prac-
tice, their pain is often real. Hearts, jaws and bottles of
whisky are broken, and while the glass and bone may be
"imaginary," the emotions are not. Although few Bogies
indulge in anything as crass as futuristic philosophy, | get
the feeling that they retreat to the past in order to cope with
apresent that seemstotally lacking in grace. Vicious as they
can be to each other (and they can be, trust me!), Bogies
play by an archaic code of omission and subtlety. The
modern and post-modern worlds are too garish and blatant
for them. Give a Bogie a tale of treachery wrapped in
Hitchcockian malevolence and he'll go the whole moxie,
dead or alive!

How can you join the fun? First, bone up on 1920s-
1940s film noir, practice your poker face, whip up some
run.smoking.perpet. progs, and enter alikely saloonwith a
tale of woe. All Bogie-run sectors require atmospheric
icons, so don't even try that cyberpunk shit there! Once
you're in, get ready to swim with the sharks... or sleep wit'
dafishes. A Bogi€'s world can be deadly, but it's fun!

Buzzbombs, N-Ark KZTs
and Turbuprogs

You may have heard of them aready: hard-line anar-
chists striving to preserve the freedom of the Net. For the
most part, these lone wolves are simply intellectual rebels,
chipping into conversations and driving their points home
with passionate (and incoherent) tirades about information
beingthelasttrueformofreality and all that. Every so often,
though, these guys can be real skweebs. (Most of the worst
skweebs are buzzbombs.) Some live to brew up viruses and
FREEK progs; othersdump newbiesor runaround rawhiding
anyone they consider Lame. Really dangerous ones, like
Demonseed Elite, actually murder meat rather than icons.
Others, like Snert 186 or Dr. Volcano, conspire to bring
down anything that resembles authority. Ironically, this
sometimes includes the Virtual Adepts themselves, who
preach in theory what the N-Ark KZTs practice in deed.

N-Ark KZTs excel at parallaxing, quick-changes, es-
cape routes, datatheft and totally unintelligible Netspeak.
"Heyboo N MennieBrot 2 U yoolies® IHA&&HA x2!" is
typical N-Ark KZT biochop. The stated intention is to
break down old methods of communication and allow for
new kinds of thought, but | know these heebos enjoy being
obscure, too. Most of them, given half a chance, will strip
down a statement, machine or rote to its internal compo-
nents, rework the logic that drives the engine, and hack it
back together again in some homebrewed configuration.
Nothing — not a society, not a law, not a language, not
even magick — isgood enough "just out of the box." It must
be torn apart and restructured for its own good.

Sure, N-Ark KZTscan beannoying ashell, particularly
if you're trying to get something done. They play worse with
others than most Virtual Adeptsdo, and that's saying some-



thing. Many still choose to "belong" to the Adepts (often in
the Cypherpunk, Chaotician or Reality Hacker "legions'),
hut challenge everything the Tradition and its allies stand
for. Which is, of course, why the VAs like to have N-Ark
KZTs around. They keep the VAs honest to the Tradition's
roots. Even so, Dante himself has criticized N-Ark KZTs
many times over, and has decked it out with buzzbombs on
several noteworthy occasions. (That core war with Dr. Vol-
cano was adraw, even if Dante won't admit it.)

Reality hacking on the quantum level is exactly what
N-Ark KZTsstand for. By their philosophy (which they can
and will defend with brain-crushing mathematics), the
universe is abarely balanced tug-o-war between stasis and
chaos. Stasis — through technology, communication, eco-
nomics, even language — is winning, so the N-Ark KZTs
cast their lots with chaos. Too loose to be considered an
organized society, these dudes do whatever they feel is best
for the universe. If that includes crashing the World Bank,
then let the bankers squeal!

Turbuprogs operate on a "softer" level. Provoking
mass-media feedback through elaborate pranks (rearrang-
ing the New York Stock Market board into endless
progressions of 666, turning all computer screens in Wash-
ington D.C. bright pink for five minutes, advertising a
"great pagan festival" inaNevadadesert, but never showing
up to stage it, etc.), the turbs play trickster to the Informa-
tion Age. From what | gather, their core philosophy is to
shoveahall of mirrorsinfront of humanity'sface. When the
endless succession of reflections isrevealed, humanity will
erupt into a new and beautiful shape. Carefully calculated
formaximumeffectwithminimal risk (accidentally trigger-
ing global annihilation would sorta defeat their purpose),
the turbs unleash oddly significant messages across the Net,
but never reveal their identities or presence. Aside from
obscure messages like "All hail MOO" or "Wisdom from
Shivas Grand Dick," the turbs remain anonymous.

Buzzbombs tend to be the most "destructive faction.”
While most N-Ark KZTs and turbs engage in intellectual
terrorism, the buzzbombs prefer material terrorism. This
little fact has led most VAs to consider known buzzbombs
armed and extremely dangerous. Whilefew Tradition mages
care if a buzzbomb wrecks a Technocracy sector, the
Real Space consequences of that attack (stock market
crashes, environmental damage, comatose human beings,
etc.) makes even the most anarchistic VAs wonder where
the line gets drawn.

Y ou can't join something that theoretically doesn't exist

— these guys claim society is an oppressive construct, and
they want nothing to do with it. Any Webber who feels
driven to Anarchy pretty much pitches her tent wherever she
pleases and begins her assault alone. Most times, known N-
Ark KZTsback each other up in afight, but you never know.
Any form of organization is a travesty to the hardcores, so
each N-Ark KZT is more or less on her own from Day One.

Cryptkeepers and FMs

Y ou know the crypters: old-guard VAswho're supposedly
settling down and becoming that which they opposed. Dante,
Roger Thackery, Josephine, Uncle Toad... al the guys who
supposedly aren't any fun these days. The Crash hit 'em hard.
Between that, the buzzbombs, the destruction of Doissetep and
abigfight that supposedly occurred in the Council Chambers
themselves, the crypters have begun to take the whole Ascen-
sion War thing a lot more seriously. Of course, younger
anarchists and late bloomers see the old dudes as censorious
tyrants, and call for a new leadership. Problem is, the
cryptkeepers are very good at what they do, and most of ‘em
won't take shit from anyone, VAs especially. While they
might take students (Dante does, but he's full-up), you can't
hope to actually become one of ‘em. These dudes are in a class
by themselves. Which is part of the problem.

Cryptkeepers are the Elite masters of technomagick,
the virtual pioneers who led the charge in Turing's wake.
For years or even decades, they've hung out in the Demise,
hacked data, battled Neffies, Awakened bleatersand kicked
Technocrat ass. Now they've begun to create an establish-
ment — the thing many of them hoped to abolish — in the
wake of the Sleeper overload and White Wednesday. Every
one of 'em is a powerful Technomancer, and understands
the most Elite principles of advanced science. Younger
rebels, faced with the cryptkeepers' skill, resort to name-
calling, virus-tossing and defection from the Adepts.

| don't envy the crypters, but I'mnot sure | like 'em, either.
While afew (Dante, Uncle Toad) arefriendly and supportive,
others (Dr. McAlby, Thackery) are self-righteous fux. Take
the Format Masters (a.k.a. Fucking Magickians or Fear Mon-
gers, depending on your leanings) for example. A collective of
master hacks who miss the old days of clean code and proper
procedures, FM'stake pridein order and clear, succinct coding.
Unlikemost crypters, FMsaren'taparticul arly secretivelot. In
fact, some of 'em come across as being pretty belligerent.

According to the FMs, White Wednesday was actually
aprimitive attempt — albeit incredibly ill-conceived — to
produce a Millennium virus. Once thisviral code got loose
in the Web, huge chunks of the Net unraveled and disap-
peared, sending zillions of hours of work — and who knows
how many Webbers! — into oblivion. Smug in conspirato-
rial supremacy, the FMs speculate that so much stuff was
interdependent, with everything hanging by a thread of
connectivity to everything else, that when one section
went, everything attached went with it. The FMs figure
that if people simply formatted sectors properly — with
rigid boundaries and decent encryption — then we'd all
have greater protection from the effects of inexplicable
chain-reaction accidents. Moreover, these "workmanlike"
sectors would be better prepared to hold against the tide if
another Great Crash did occur. In the meantime, the real
culprits of White Wednesday are still out there... just
waiting to crash the Net again and again and again....
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Thetheory isn't the problem; the attitude that went with
it was the problem. The FM block came down so hard and
condescending on "those stupid, sloppy kids' that the anti-
crypter backlash (already in progress) jumped off the scale.
Despite afew posts from Dante and the rest, the flames lit up
the Web for months. In some sectors, they're still burning.
Even Sleepers, who didn't have the slightest idea what
anyone was talking about, jumped in. What a mess.

Now everybody's mad at everybody else. Some "sloppy,
stupid kids" actively try to sabotage the reconstruction
effort, while others are look for the idiots who killed their
friends. The crypters, already touchy, have achieved major
shoulder-chippage, and the chat rooms blaze with accusa-
tions and conspiracy theories. One rumor | heard claimed
the FMsareNeffiesindisguise. | could buy that if it weren't
so obvious. Hey, if they were, I'm sure Dante and them
would know already. Wouldn't they?

Cybernauts

Old-fashioned explorers favor an old-fashioned name.
The term "Cybernauts," never popular to begin with, fell
out of use long ago... except among these dudes who
incorporated it into their society name. It suits 'em, | guess,
seeing as how they've got a quaint attachment to the idea
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of "plumbing the last frontier." While other Webbers live it
up in occupied sectors or try to rebuild what was there
before, the Cybernauts set out for the spaces between
sectors and to the outer reaches, where conduits are few and
Virgin Web is supposedly common.

Those journeys lead the 'nauts through endless recur-
sions of virtual corridors, across half-made sectors, into
Corrupted Web, Hung Sectors, Haunts and what-have-you.
It's dangerous as hell, but somebody has to do it! Like the
sailors of old, these lunatics hop out of settled space and dive
into areas with "Here Be Dragons' blazed out in crazy neon.

Most 'nauts come from the brave but demented Etherite
Tradition. Still, they often find allies among the Voids and the
VAs, who put aside their old hostilities in favor of agood hunt.
Butifyou'veever seen RaidersoftheLost Ark (andwhohasn't?),
you'll remember that treasure hunting can be treacherous
work. Rival groupswill fuck each other over in ananosecond,
even if members of those groups come from the same Tradition
or Convention. It's said that the leading cause of Cybenaut
mortality is other Cybernauts, and that's probably true!

Like Bogies, Cybernauts tend to be secretive and aloof;
unlike them, the explorers often favor flashy "spacesuits"
and dashing icons. I've seen them lurking in the back of the
Spy's Demise, hoping to overhear a rumor or secure a bit of



info that could lead them to some new paradise or treasure.
A lot of 'em spend plenty of time in Hamburger Country,
perfecting iron that they then project into VR; the infa-
mous "Jackal's Chopper" [see The Technamancer's Toybox,
pp. 28-29] was one such Device. Some explorers run solo,
but othersjoin together in bands of two to five magi. Joining
a Cybernaut group is probably harder than starting your
own. These dudestend to be clannish and suspiciousashell.

Like old-time mariners, Cybernauts claim to be seeking
treasure, but seem more drawn to the chase than the discov-
ery. I've heard of one trio, the Haversham Compact, that
hides its "caches' of Virgin Web without formatting them.
To the Havershams, preserving the precious space isfar more
important than imprinting it. "It would not do," said Dr.
Fargo Haversham over a few drinks, "to have every inch of
reality setintoform. Itisessential for our survival asaspecies
that the universe have acertain amount of uncertainty. If we
wereto imprint theentire Web, wewould all ceasetobe. | can
prove it!" He whipped out a minicalc and ran off some
impressive statistics. | didn't understand a number of it, but
he seemed to know what he was talking about.

Kolamites

The ultimate fans of body modification, kolamites
would make Jim Rose turn lime green. While most Webbers
prefer to keep their icons relatively human, kolamites
(named for the Indian fractal patterns that seem to shift
before your eyes) transcend humanity by avoiding human
forms altogether. "Mind follows body," as the saying goes,
and these guys are trying to reach the next level... or the
first one... of consciousness by altering their bodies in ways
that would be impossible in Real Space.

Morphing isaway of life to these bizarre dudes. While
most Webbers will change forms now and then, kolamites
remain in bodily motion. Clouds of color become geometric
shapes become bl urs of light become scurrying creatures no
one's ever seen before. Sex, limbs, dimensions, sensory
perceptions... nothing remains constant long enough to
rely on. The whole idea is to bootstrap your senses and
consciousness by keeping your mind guessing. Judging by
the weird powers kolamites employ — odd Mind tricks,
dazzling light shows, an uncanny knack for time/space
perceptions — the ideaworks. Don't try to ask for adetailed
analysis, though. I've tried, and it's rarely something a
kolamite could explain. "You've gotta do it to understand
it," as my friend BRITE 201 says. I'll take her word for it.
Personally, I'vetried doing rapid icon-morphs, and all it did
was give me a headache.

Like most techno-anarchists, kolamites do the solo
routine. The real trick is setting an infinite-recursion loop
with random variablesinto your icon prog, then dealingwith
the world when you can't be sure how to touch it or perceive
it from one minute to the next. Neither stunt is easy.
Kolamites seem a bit insane by most peoplé€'s standards —



even ours! — but then, who are VR refugeesto judge sanity?
Although most infamous kolamites, like Blue Meanie, are
Marauders by most accounts, | know of several who I'd call
totally sane... if a bit, um, hyperevolved. I'm sure a CoXer
would have no trouble whatsoever understanding one.

Flesh Dancers, Fuzzies and
Raincoat Randys

Remember our discussion about sex earlier on? Well
these Webbers live for it... for online carnality of al
varieties, from porno peeping (the Raincoat Randys) to
cartoon animal orgies (the fuzzies) to bacchanals that
would make Caligulapause. All in the privacy of their own
homes and the public intercourse of the Net.

Most Webbers log into sex sites once in a while, but
others are absolutely compulsive about it. Molding their
icons into the most sexually impressive bodies they can
imagine, these folks live out their fantasies in full-sense
style. Three guesses which Tradition favors this "lifestyle"
most? While Witch... | mean, Verbena... can be found here
once in awhile, the pagan-types tend to be too earth-bound
to enjoy the "artificial" sensations of VR bonding... which
is, of course, why they don't enjoy it. Those who understand
the "reality" part of "virtual reality" understand that full-
immersion online sex isas"rea" asfull-flesh contact — and
usually a lot better! No mess, no diseases, no incompetent
partners.... Who needs skin?

The mind is, as they say, the greatest sex organ of all.
Asthe Cultists understand, really powerful sex can do more
than recharge your batteries. Like kolamites, N-Ark KZTs
and turbuprogs, flesh dancers use heightened stimulation
and VR physics to elevate their consciousness, moving way
beyond the "pleasures of the flesh" and entering sublime
realms of perception. | know several dancers who use VR
sex for Seekings; | know plenty of others who just use it for
fun, though, and it can be Jots of that!

Flesh dancers and the like set aside special Constraint
Realms and Stacked Files (puns open to interpretation) for
their pastimes. Zero-G environments, harem lounges, tor-
ture chambers, undersea ruins, ballrooms, bars... what's
your pleasure? In the better sectors, Digital Dollz make up
for whatever the "visitors" might lack, but it's hard to
imagine what that might be. A skillful parallaxer might
service several partners at once... including herself... each
one crafted in the image of physical perfection and boosted
by sensory enhancement. Lesser visitors simply look at the
pretty pictures or satisfy voyeuristic urges, all safely away
from the bounds of earthly authority or need.

There's a whole philosophy behind the dancer's life —
the transcendence of the flesh, the elevation of the senses,
the rejection of the ego and the mystic doorways of sensual
overload; it's up to you whether or not you buy into it. The
downside to the whole trip is overload; there are dozens of
horror stories about dancers or Randys who got so caught up

in their VR lives that their meat decayed in Real Space.
Others actually met their partners and were disappointed
(or worse), while still others simply pined away for alover
who might have been their own narcissistic reflection. Like
the Bogies, flesh dancersplay afun but hazardousgame. The
trick, | guess, is knowing where and when to stop.

GODZ

For some people, there is no stopping. In a bid to
achieve divinity, these Webbers project themselves totally
into the Net, leave their bodies behind, call themselves
gods (or GODZ), and assemble new religions in their name.
I'm sure you've heard of the laughably infamous Kibo, but
have you spoken to the Hen of Grainekarm? Heard the
screams of Turing? Felt the touch of Astarte, who walks
among mortals in the Spy's Demise? All of these (and many
more) have reached a state of semi-divinity, fed by the vast
power of the Web, the devotion of their followers and the
ever-growing concept of meme.

There's a running bet in the Spy's Demise that anyone
who can pass the riddle of the Net-sphinx can read any
single book ever written. | have no idea whether or not the
legend of this divine librarian is true, but several Webbers
testify that she lives within the Matterhorn somewhere,
surrounded by a library so vast it would make the U.S.
Congress archivistsweep. Like so many other mythologies,
the material truth behind the Net-sphinx is less important
than the legend. People want to believe in her; as they tell
tales about her, thefaith spreads and the meme— the living
concept — feeds her existence. We know for a fact that
Heisenberg was right. It stands to reason, then, that GODZ
in the Net actually achieve astate of existence, even if they
did not exist before. A story starts the myth, the myth
becomes a legend, the legend shapes the Web and a god is
born.

Wouldn't you like to become a god, too? Lots of
Webbers try to do it, but very few succeed. To begin with,
you have to spark the legends. From what I've heard (and |
may be wrong— legends, remember!), Kibo started out asa
Virtual Adept with a great understanding of Correspon-
dence, codingand humor. By rigging progsall over Netspace,
he could appear anywhere his name was mentioned. He
told a few friends about his "godhood,” they told a few
friends, and so on, etc. Strangers would invoke Kibo and
BOOM!, held appear. Thus the legend spread, and more
people would test it.... Cal it "divine recursion." The joke
is old now, but it still retains a bit of power, even in its
obsolescence. People say, "That's as stale as Kibology,"
Kibo appears.... You get the idea. Most GODZ are nowhere
near as omniscient, but they've each got some shtick that
keeps their names on people's lips. And so long as those
myths continue, the GODZ live on.

On alesser level, you've got plenty of people who shape
their icons into classical images of divinity. Take Astarte,
for example. While she appears to be convinced of her own



omnipotence (and supposedly has somefollowersbelieving
in her, too), the Goddess of Eternal Creation probably
began as a Webber with avery active imagination and very
low self-esteem. By taking on godlike characteristics, she
transcended her old life. Lots of Webbers do that. They
might not become GODZ in the greater sense, but that new
life beats being a geek.

GODZ really aren't measured in power. The Hen
hasn't moved from its place of exile in years, but it still
commands people's attention. GODZ are lonely, too, de-
nied the comfort of pals or kin and beholden to the legends
they must sustain. To cap it off, most legends, in thisday and
age, are jokes. Maybe Kibo can take being laughed at, but
few VAs | know can. The really important factor in
GODZhood istheliving idea— that meme thing— which
opens up the infinite-recursion loop to heaven... or at least
to notoriety.

RAM bos

These dudes just come to fight. Most of 'em hang out in
Warzones, trying to get the high score inBattl edeathtech2000
orwhatever. These guysarefairly harmless—they might de-
rez you, but only in afair fight in a proper sector. The scary
ones are the binary Bruce Lees, Netspace Napoleons and
tinyfugue Tysonswho've been crawling outtathe woodwork
since Doom came out. The Net has always had its scrappers,
but they've gotten too damned common in the last few years.
Good RAMbos play for fun; the bad ones play for keeps.

Most RAMbos puff their icons up to heroic stature, or
take on the likenesses of heroes like Patton, Caesar or The
Duke (John Wayne, you heebo, not Nukem!). I've seen afew
turn into mechs. I'll leave you to speculate on the psychol-
ogy behind those transformations, but in practical terms,
these bastards are really intimidating. On top of that, most
of 'em have countless hours of Warzone experience. They
may hot be able to throw a punch in Meatsville, but they'd
kick Jackie Chan's ass in VR. Depending on the "disci-
pline" a RAMbo prefers, he (or she — there are lots of
would-be Kamisand Croft clonesrunning around Netspace)
could be a martial artist of inhuman capacity, a gun-totin'
grunt, or awily strategist. A "society" in the loosest sense,
RAMbos meet just long enough to pound the crap out of
each other unless some greater threat convinces them to
work together for a time. After the threat (a Neffie, a
FREEK, whatever) isdealt with, any RAMbo left standing
will probably turn around and beat his compatriots into de-
resolution again.

The difference between "good' RAMbos and "bad"
ones is application, iron and spice. Any idiot can config his
icon to carry around a 10 kg. gun; not just anyone can (or
would) actually dish out the damage that kind of gun would
do in Real Space. The skweebs with the power to do it (and
the power-lust to try) often wind up on the receiving end of
a heavy-duty rawhide. After all, who wantsthe Taxi Driver
loose in her sector? Not me!

Where do you enlist? Go down to a Warzone, soldier,
and get your marching orders. After afew weeks (or months)
of de-rez headaches, you'll actually pick up a bit of skill.
More importantly, you'll establish the kind of rep that
allows you to walk around like the Terminator and not get
laughed (or booted) out of the sector. RAMbos draw
challenges, son, and you'd best be able to handle the iron
before you strut the uniform!

Rebooters

The opposite of N-Ark KZTs, these Webbers try to build
up what White Wednesday destroyed. Led by charismatic
architects, the various rebooter clubs race against an approach-
ing doomsday back home. Inthe very near future, they hopeto
reconstruct what was logt in the Crash, to improve what was
flawed thefirst time, and to bring about aglobal exodusto the
Web before it's too late. In the spirit of Reality 2.0 (which,
naturally, they disagree about), most rebooters live online
almost full-time. Their experiments — technical, magickal,
socia and philosophical — center around repairing the dam-
age done and preparing for a massive influx of new Webbers,
with all the complications that influx will bring.

Rebooter sects include:

» The Fifth Mason Society, the Hyde Project and the
Point Zero Reconstruction Facility (all Technocracy);

* Bad Hali (VAs) and the Survival League (VAS/
Etherites);

e The Tree of Light and the Thousand Matrix Group
(Traditions);

» The Parallel Process (all groups mixed).

Each group has its own sector networks, its own phi-
losophies, and its own solutions to the problems at hand. As
arule, the Technocratic societies are a bit more autocratic
than the others. Even then, though, their rebooters tend to
act less like Ironteeth and more like lifeguards. Although
members of different groups cooperate in emergencies,
rebooters can be as backstabbing, contentious and secretive
asany Bogie. Each one, | guess, wantsto lay thefoundations
of the new reality, and no one wants to lose out.

Irony, thy name is magick.

Rebooters tend to be serious, charismatic and compas-
sionate. Although many are skilled Webbers, others
demonstrate unfocused technique but sincere dedication.
Joining is easy: Just find some like-minded folks and offer
your services. These Webbers see the Net as a city in the
midst of a rising flood. To save the place, they have to
evacuate the surrounding areas, provide for the refugees,
sandbag the streets and hunker down for a long, perhaps
permanent, life on an island kingdom.

There are more online societies... lots more. The un-
Awakened data-gatherers of SysOphus collect information
for their more-powerful friends; the traveling players of
PsychoPomp mold their bodies into shimmering metaphors;



the data pirates make a shady living breaking into secure
sectors and selling their loot to the highest bidders, the
Church of the Sacred Weaver preaches the Spider's Gospel
and foretells the completion of the Web; the Noh perform
playsof unearthly beauty and complexity; theGlassWalker s
are werecreatures that supposedly climb the great Web from

the Earth to this ream; the madpyres are creatures who
dream their way into Webspace and drain icons of their
vitality. There are so many more, all with their own stories,
their own rules, their own sectors, in many cases.

Speaking of sectors, let's discuss how to create your
own. Why should everyone else have all the fun?

DIY Formatting

We burn with desire to find firm a footing,
an ultimate, lasting base on which to build a
tower rising to infinity....

- Virginia Woolf, Pensees

So you wanna try formatting your own
spot, huh?Y 'know, it'snot aseasy asit10oks....

Okay, let's start from the top.

The first thing you've got to understand
is that sectors don't just appear out of the
nebulous ether. Well, hrm. | take that back. | guess they do,
actually. That is, they exist out there... somewhere... but
they don't just magickally appear. You, dear Webspinner
wannabe, have to make it happen.

| figurethere'sprolly anunlimited amount of space out
there in the Web. But until someone thinks it up, gives it
shape, imagines it and attaches it to the rest of the Web, it
might as well not exist at all. Schroedinger would be proud.
This is al just a consensual hallucination, if you want my
opinion. And if you don't believe in what you make, there's
no reason for any of the rest of us to believe in your creation.
That's the most important part. You gotta believe.

Y eah, okay, I'll try to stay on track. But if you want my
help, you're gonna hafta keep putting up with my occa
sional digressionsand musings, too. What good i sknowledge
without knowing why thingswork the way they apparently
work? It's like the Web. An isolated sector doesn't mean
anything without the context of the rest of the Web, just
like an isolated fact (or even a HowTo checklist) doesn't
mean anything without context. Things hafta fit together.

You still following me?

Okay, then. Pay attention.

Foundation

Thefirst thing you've got to do isimagine. And | don't
mean that wistful kids' club "Wibni we had our own tree
house?' kind of stuff. | mean, imagine. |magine layout and
surfaces and structure and streets and ceilings and texture
and odor and aura.... Imagine details. Imagine bones and
beams. Imagine sense and sensation.

Got it? Got your brain wrapped around it?

Good. Hold on to it.

Now go back. Start at the main entrance. What do you
see? No, don't tell me, build up the picture in your mind.
Take a step forward. What do you see? Build that up....
Keep walking, keep adding detail....

When you get to the end, turn around. Look back to
the main entrance. What's outsi de? Where does this sector
attach to the rest of the Web? Have you got permissions
from whoever controls that sector? L eaving entrances un-
linked is considered bad form, y'know. So's dropping your
unsuspecting pals into the void. Make sure your conduits go
places, and make sure those links are welcome.

What's outside the other entrances you've built? Jump
doors and shortcuts are fine, but again, you've got to have
permissions to link up to those areas. If you're making a
shortcut, you've got to know the routing down cold before
you try to link, else that door is likely to open onto a
Junkland or out into the space between.

Okay, let's say you've got your image. And you've got
permission from the places you want to link into. And you
truly believe in the sector's existence and trust that you can
bring it to life. There are a few questions you should ask
yourself at this point, before you try to actually put any of
this into motion.

e How is this sector different from the stuff that
everyone else is producing?

* What'ssointriguingabout your particul ar sector that
makes it worth creating?

* What's gonna draw people to it? Or keep them away
once it's established?

* What sorts of EPs (Environmental Parameters) does
it have? Can people float through the air, or do they walk?
Is the water green? Is it cold? Etc., etc., etc.

» Do you want a closed door (a Restricted Sector), or
an open one (a Free Sector)?

« What is it about this space that's going to interest the
folks you want to hang here? What other groups might find
it appealing?

« Are you going to attract the interest of some group
that you don't want wandering through? How can you target
a specific audience without interesting the less appealing
folks?



« Let'ssay that you get the place up and running, and
then a bunch of trogs decide to make an end-run for
control of your space. How're you going to handle that?

Y eah, thereisahbit moreto it than just deciding that
it'd be fun to construct a hangout.

There's more: Who gets to build? Who do you trust
enough to allow them to modify your space? If you keep
total control, that meansthat, first off, you have to be on
duty essentially all of time. Any time anything breaks,
you're the only one with the capability to fix it. Areyou
that patient? Or is your code so good that nothing ever
breaks? Secondly, if no one else can modify the space,
folkswill eventually get bored and wander away. People
need to be able to leave a mark, see? They need to feel
needed, too. So lotsa times, your pals will want to help.

Me?Nah, | don't try to do it all myself. | just set up
some guidelines and let 'em at it. If some creation or
another gets too far out of line, I ask the builder to fix it
or recycle it. Worst case, | nuke it. | do keep final
authority, since ultimately I'm responsible for that sec-
tor. My mama raised a fool, but it wasn't me.

So once you're up and running, it all comes down
this: How much do you — personally — want to have to
maintain?

That's right. You. Personally. This may be virtual
reality, kid, but until you write some kind of mainte-
nance 'hot, keeping the code is up to you.

Shit. | didn't even think of that.
Y ou do write code, don'cha?

| mean, if you can't write code, don't waste any more
of my time. What did you think, this all comes out of a
box?Y eah, there are some general formatting spices, but
most of those are pretty standard off-the-shelf things.
You have to breathe life and breath into your sector.
Y'gotta believe, kid. Else the whole thing will just wash
back into the Void and leave you with a shitload of
Paradox. If you think you're gonna need help, sign up for
a quick course or two now, before you start leaving
mangled imprints scattered about the Web. A lotta
people got sucked up into their imprints and died until
thetried-an-trueswereestablished. It still happenssome-
times. Don't be that guy.

Formation

Okay. After you think you're ready — and | mean
ready, not "Gee, | think | can do thiswithout botching it
too badly..." — you can run your "create" spice. And
then the magick starts and the fun begins. Y ou'll seewhat
looks like acrystalline tube forming around you. Y eah, |
know you've seen pictures. | promise, anything you think
you've seen is only avague approximation of reality.

And this isthe tricky part. Y ou can't bobble here, or
you'll munge the entire thing. And yes, you can start
over if you mess it up too badly, but don't forget that the



sector you've trashed is still going to exist, with your
flawed imprint all over it. Word gets out, y'know, and
that's not a rep you wanna be developing. So concen-
trate. Don't fuck up. It makes you look bad.

Okay, the blank sector is forming around you,
leading off into who-knows-where. Pause a moment
here and tie down the end. Make that first link so that
later, when you're really tired, you don't hafta remem-
ber how to get out gracefully. Tie your entrance to an
established sector, then watch the equations to make
sure it all evens out.

Now all you gottado ("all" you gottado, heh) isstart
walking down the sector tube and begin laying down the
imprint you've been holding in your wetware. Slowly,
slowly... you don't want to go too quickly here, lest you
forget or gloss over some factor that's going to matter
later. F'rinstance, it's possible— but damned difficult—
to go back and add a crossroads or an intersection. Better
you should remember to do it right the first time through.
You don't want to have to wave a dead chicken over your
sector |ater, so go slow and get it right.

Hmm? Yeah, if you can keep the concentration, it's
better if you add other entrance links on the first pass.

But don't count on being able to do that on your first
sector. Just get the sector right. Folks in the rooms you're
linking to can help you set those links from the other side
later. Just get the imprint onto the sector, nice and
smooth. Then you'll have something stable to work with,
without having to worry that the entire thing is gonna
collapse around you.

There it is. Pretty, huh? All shimmering green and
wrapped around in bright coils of pure information.
O'course it's not real or anything, but if you can see it in
your mind'seye, it'sreal enoughfor now. Intime, I'l| take
you to someone and get your coding up to speed. What,
you thought | was gonnado everything for you?Not here.
In the Web, you learn to do it yourself, or it doesn't get
done. No one carries you. No one wipes your face and
tucks in your covers. You'll get help, but in the end, the
spice (or lack of it) comes from you.

Let's surface. We've spent plenty of time down here.
Wouldn't want your brain to pop or anything. Heh!
Loosen up, kid. Jeeze.

Time to dry off and head for land. Let's get adrink,
you and me. Personally, I'veworked up agood thirst, and
I'm buying....
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The Web site you seek
Cannot be found but
Countless others exist.
—"Computer Error Haiku," anonymous

Pinningdown thesitesin the Digital Web isawaste of time.
Intheoffhand casethat you might be able to catalogue every one
of 'em, your datad be obsolete in aday or 0. The Web is dways
changing, kiddo. It'safractal inamorphwrapped around aspiral
and dipped in pretty neo-colors. Of course that's overstated,
heebo! Ther€e's nothing subtle about either the Web, the people
init, or thesitesthey create. Theold version of reality wasboring;
if you're gonna start from scratch, might as well make your new
prog as hig, bright and exciting as possible, don't'cha think?

And | really do think.

The hub of it all is, of course, the Spy's Demise.
Whatever else comes and goes, the Netspace answer to
London ("there'll always be one") swings 24-7. Even
White Wednesday barely chipped the paint. (Well,
that's not exactly true, but y'gotta admit, it sounds
good!) So take my hand again and try to act your age.
They don't card here per se, but it never helps to act like
a bleat....



TheSpy'sDemise

| pull the crumpled paper from my pocket

and smooth it out to read it, hunching over to
protect it from the rain. The pencil has smudged
and the words are harder to read than they were
a few minutes ago; pretty clever way to represent
4 a self-destruct timer on the data. 47th street and
i Commerce, that's what I'm looking for.
It's hard to read the street signs, 'cause so
% many street lights are out. Squinting against the
rain doesn't help, and when the wind blows my fedora off, | can't
help but vent a sigh of frustration. It only takes a moment of
concentration to give myselfa new hat — | like the look — but
this place better be worth all the damn trouble of finding it.

1 almost walk past the entrance without giving it a second
glance. This virtual city is so broken, dreary and polluted, | think
| might have dlipped through a portal into Dystopia. 1'm not sure
whether someone tried to copy Blade Runner when they format-
ted this place, or if it's the aborted child of a brief moment of
creativity from some Xer cyborg. All the streets look the same.
All the signs and doorways blur together.

The plain door stands tucked in a dim alley, a short way
from the main street. A fitful bulb in a weathered metal shade
hangs above the door, and it parts the gloomjust enough to reveal
moldy brick, damp pavement and scattered trash. An old metal
sign with rusted edges hangs beside the door, badly faded. | step
closer to get a better look.

"South Line Shipping Company." This is the place. It
doesn't look like much.

A brass buzzer next to the door waits to announce visitors.
| press it, and a sound like a handful of asthmatic bees stutters in
time with the flickering light overhead. Nothing happens. About
what | expect. | shrug and try the door, which squeals a bit but
finally gives way. Light music spills out into the alley.

Faint smell of lady's perfume. Peroxide blonde flashes in
dim light. A bored girl at the counter, waiting. Maxine?

"There you are," she sighs. Her voice is smoke and whis-
key. "I thought I'd be waiting all night...."

Description

Everyone who's someone has been there... or would
like you to think they have been, anyway. Still, it possesses
amystique, like strange perfumetainted by cordite. No one
knows who built it or how long ago it was made. As far as
anyonecan remember, it hasjust been. Even White Wednes-
day couldn't break its spine, though the place needed some
renovation after the Crash. The Spy's Demise is the most
notorious sector in Webspace. Neutral ground, or so they
say. Playground to Bogies. Flea market to data thieves. A
watering-holefor the best and brightest, and arefugefor the
down-and-out. The Demise is all these things and more.

The hundreds of conduits that lead to the Spy's have
one thing in common: None stand out from the scenery
that surrounds them. Nondescript as a cracked glass in a
seedy dive, each conduit has been designed to be over-
looked. Though people occasionally wander in by mistake,
would-be visitors have to know what to look for. A persis-
tent searcher can find information about these entrances
throughout the Web, and many conduits have subtle clues
about their destination — archaic graffiti, old movie post-
ers, a whiskey-tinted breeze — placed nearby. The most
reliableway tofind your way to the Demise, though, isto ask
someone who's been there.

As the visitor approaches, the conduit takes on a
weathered, forlorn appearance. Different routes assume
different forms. Most resemble back streets in a desolate
city, and afew become garish, dystopian futurescapes. One
resembles a Wild West ghost town, while another leads
through a James Bondish maze of retina scans and sliding
doors. All conduits lead to the front office, where visitors
speak with Maxine. This attractive young woman sits
behind asmall desk, perpetually reading amagazine, filing
her nails and blowing bubbles with her chewing gum. The
office is a classic film noir setting: A manual typewriter
crouches on the desk. Dusty file cabinets stand along one
wall. The frosted glass window in the wooden door shows
only vague shadows of what waits beyond. Big band music
plays faintly in the background, and Maxine's perfume
smells of lilacs. No one knows how many "front offices"
there really are, but the Spy's Demise gets so many visitors
that there must be more than one.

There's a catch — a password, really, which changes
with the management'swhim (and the visitor's demeanor).
If avisitor knows the password, Maxine grants him access.
If he doesn't, he can earn entrance by doing some mildly
embarrassing but generally entertaining task, chosen by
Maxine. A new visitor might haveto sing asong, do asilly
dance, or try to balance a baseball bat on his chin while
reciting a poem. The range of pranks is limited only by
Maxine's imagination, and she's an imaginative girl with
many interesting props at hand.

Once the visitor passes the test, Maxine tags him with
a tracer, which melds inconspicuously with the visitor's
icon. This unobtrusive bit of code allows the staff to
monitor him as needed. A lot of new customers complain
about the trace, but the policy isfirm. A huge fight eluded
the club's security back in 1995, and several customersdied.
If a visitor asks for an explanation, Maxine provides a
demonstration; the window in the door behind her be-
comes a display screen, and footage of the carnage plays.
Few visitors complain after that. Long-time customers
known to be trustworthy don't have to wear the tracer.
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When the visitor's ready, Maxine opens the real en-
trance to the Spy's Demise: a secret panel in one wall that
opensonto astaircase. Thedoor behind her isabluff. At the
top of aflight of stairs, club patrons greet the new visitor
with a round of applause, especially if he performed his
“trick" with good humor. The reason for the ovation is
quickly obvious: Video screens on the walls display the
antics of the newcomer. The new patron's embarrassment
isgenerally offset by the fact that he now sharesin thejoke
being played on the next poor guy. Besides, there's too
much to do in the Demise to waste time being embarrassed.

The heart of the club is a chain of chambers... dozens
of them, each with a particular theme or purpose. Patrons
often spend time in the rooms that suit them, although
some rooms change to fit the temperament of their guests.
Some rooms are primarily for relaxing and having adrink
(albeit often in an exotic setting), while others offer danc-
ing, movies or arcade games. The chambers are
interconnected through a dizzying maze of passages, door-
ways, staircases and secret passages. For fun, these
connections sometimes have associated rules: Climbing
theladder from Bogart'sto the Zeppelin Deck might only be
possible for people who entered Bogart's through the secret
panel in the back of the phone booth adjacent to the Chess

MAXIN

Room. The rules change periodically to keep all visitors on
their toes. Every visitisabit different.

Staffers don't play by the rules. They always seem to
know where every passage |eads, and quietly go about their
work bringing refreshment to any and all who visit the Spy's
Demise. Thestaff ispoliteand professional, dressed in black
and white and responding quickly to patrons' needs. No one
knows whether the staffers are mages who've sought em-
ployment in the club, or constructs created to serve the
patrons' needs. Like the entrances into the place, most
staffers are unobtrusive parts of the scenery, visible only
when something needs to be done.

More often than not, that "something" simply means
freshening a drink. Occasionally, though, stronger "ser-
vices' are necessary. The Spy's Demise's first rule is that
everyone is welcome. So long as they leave their quarrels
outside, any mage, regardless of affiliation, may enter and
relax, have adrink and take advantage of the opportunities
present within the club. Though Council magi and Tech-
nocratstend to congregatein their own areas, they sometime
rub elbows. Tempers occasionaly flare, especially between
Technocrats and Virtual Adepts or Etherites. Even so,
patrons are expected to abide by the two other rules. No
"loud" magick spellsinside the club, and take the violence



outside. Those who can't control their tempers are shown
the door... often a trap door that appears beneath the
offenders and drops them out of the sector. Repeat offenders
get branded, de-rezzed or both— painful options, especially
since the club is a Restricted Sector.

Visitors to the Demise are sure to get an eyeful. Icons
of all kinds roam the halls and chambers of the club... slimy
aliens, muscle-bound barbarians, trenchcoated detectives,
movie stars, disgraced politicians, innocent children,
genderless androids, crisp executives, dusty cowboys, ani-
mate sculptures, pools of light, clouds of insects, talking
dogs... the list goes on and on. Some Webbers socialize in
theclub'scentral area, whileothersstop briefly on their way
to visit other rooms.

There's always something going on in the heart of the
most popular spot in the Web. Some spinners get together
just to mingle, discussing the latest computer fad, chatting
over adrink, watching the latest entertainment services on
the vid-screens or playing some chess (or other, more
physical games). Others come to conduct business, either
privately in asecured chamber, or openly in apublic room.
Like most places in the Web, information is the life-blood
of the Spy's Demise. Dozens of online services broadcast
news and gossip onto screens on the walls, and patrons can
have specific channels piped to smaller displays at their
tables. Postings from newsgroups and Usenet groups litter
the walls and floor in some rooms. Data hounds usually get

SPY'S DEMISE

the hottest stuff from other patrons, who peddie it from
tables in the club's many dark corners. This information is
typically up-to-the-moment, and very sensitive. Most data
herders specialize, but some make a great living just by
watching the comings and goings of the customers, keeping
track of who talks to whom. The price of data varies from
seller to seller: Sometimesit's Tass or money, sometimesit's
a service. The very best information requires payment in
other data. An overheard whisper about Virgin Web can
figuratively set the rooms on fire.

The chambers at the heart of the Spy's Demise are
usually the busiest, but dozens — or hundreds! — of others
branch off into the bowels of the club. No one, except
perhaps the staff, knows how many rooms the place actually
has, or remembers what can be found in them all. Passage-
ways branch out from the heart and run off in confusing
directions. Many rooms are public, open to anyone who cares
to visit. Grid rooms, generally the only areas Sleepers can
access, fall into this category. Many more are private, open
only to those with the proper permission. Arrangements for
a private room are made through the staff, and include a
"maze effect” in the connecting corridor. A trespasser could
wander for days without finding the right door.

Just as there are hundreds of conduits leading into the
Spy's Demise, there are hundreds of conduits leading out.
Most are one-way exits; acustomer who leaves must find his
way to a valid entrance and talk to Maxine again. In
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keeping with the changing nature of the place, these
conduits constantly pop up and disappear. One ever-present
conduit leads to the Maelstrom, a storm sector of swirling
winds and scattered data streams. The staff tosses obnox-
ious rule-breakers into this conduit, and the offender spins
around and around until the gales rip his icon into data-
tatters and dump him from the Web. It's a painful exit.
Evidence of the Great Crash of '97 abounds, though
the staff and many volunteers work hard to get everything
working again. A lot of thefurniturelookslike it was pulled
out of afire, and digital soot stains the walls behind the vid-
screens (some of which display only static). The lights tend
to go out at unpredictable moments, and entrances to a
number of rooms sport signs that say "Out of Order."

L ayout

The Spy's Demise is composed of a nearly infinite
number of rooms, though the heart of the club is limited to
about 30 public chambers, each a sector unto itself. Al-
though "small" by sector standards, most rooms can hold
between 70 and 200 patrons. Many boast direct connec-
tions to Sleeper Grid Sectors that focus on the topic or
theme central to the room. The Board Room, for example,
has doors that lead directly to various business discussion
forums, while passages within the Castle lead to gaming
boards around the world. Aside from the Grand Bar, most
rooms restrict access to icons that favor the local ambiance;
the rumpled patrons of Bogart's would not look kindly on a
neon cloud-being messing up their space, so problems are
averted in advance.

Many rooms remain "Out of Order," especially those
beyond the heart. Several of the most famous "open" rooms
include:

The Grand Bar

Once past Maxine, avisitor climbsthe stairs, emerging
in the center of the Grand Bar — the central chamber of the
club, the heart of the heart. A huge, semi-circular bar of
mahogany and brass dominates one wall. The floor is a
mixture of raised and sunken levels, connected by short
ramps and staircases. Open tables fill the room, and inti-
mate chambers hidden behind curtains of silvery beadswait
in secluded alcoves. Staircases rise from the room'’s corners,
hallways lead out from shadowed spaces beneath the stairs,
and doorways tuck themselves away in convenient spots
along the walls. All these passages lead to additional cham-
bers of the heart, and to the many rooms beyond.

Seldom is the Grand Bar empty. Despite the Bar's
popularity, the crowded tables and bustling staff, the noise
here rarely grows above abuzz. Patrons like it that way —
everyone's eavesdropping while trying to avoid being over-
heard. Video screens abound, most displaying news, gossip
and 20 varieties of entertainment. None produce any sound,
however. A patron who wishes to hear the sound of a

particular program must ask the staff to patch his icon into
the audio channel accompanying the broadcast. The Bar
also accepts and holds messages, then delivers them dis-
creetly to their intended recipients.

The Chess Room

Thisroom isastrategy gamer's paradise. Every tableis
programmed to support a variety of wargames, and can
supply holographic boards, pieces and timers as needed.
Although chess is, of course, the favorite, the selections
range from Go to Diplomacy to BattleTech. Most games are
friendly, but personal rivalries occasionally get fierce.

The room's decor favors class and elegance. Maroon
plush carpet covers the floor, and the walls are paneled in
dark wood. Cabinets display holographic sculptures of fa-
mous ancient chess sets. Someone once recommended
redecorating in a black and white theme, but the patrons
quickly shot that suggestion down. In one corner, vid-screens
replay famous chess matches. Some regulars watch these
matches over and over, analyzing each move and its impact
on the game. In keeping with the room's flavor, the icon
restriction favors classy dress in turn-of-the-century styles.

The Zeppelin Deck

A favorite hangout of visiting Etherites, this small
sector resembles a luxurious dining room on a zeppelin's
passenger deck. Icon restrictions and visitor behavior favor
the early 20th century. In the background, the airship's
engine drones. The chamber vibrates slightly, and a pasto-
ral landscaperollsby thevirtual windows. That background
landscape changes periodically, giving customers the im-
pression of traveling to different locations. Not al of the
options are so sedate, however. Once, the program turned
the zeppelin into a military ship with fighter plane escorts
fending off an enemy attack. From all accounts, the bruises
were worth the ride.

The Cafeteria

This Technocratic hangout is cold and sterile. Bright
fluorescent light banishes shadows, and the walls resemble
metallic plates bolted together. Patrons, dressed in cool
hues of simple clothing, sit at long white tables, sipping
bland Tass from Styrofoam cups. Conversation is carefully
modulated to little more than a whisper. Syndicate agents
rarely spendtimehere, asit isnot to their weal thy tastes, but
members of Iteration X find comfort in the antiseptic
consistency of the decor.

Bogart's

As the name implies, this rumpled speakeasy evokes
the film noir atmosphere those spinners like so well. As
lonely piano players or melancholy jazz bands play ragged
songsof love and betrayal, thewaitersand cigarettegirlsply
their trades. Cards, drinking and hushed conversations are



popular pastimes here, and everybody smokes. Despite the
aura of broken dreams that fills this room, Bogart's main-
tains a somber kind of romance. A famous pick-up spot, the
bar boasts a good "food" and a better "drink" selection. The
occasional fist fight or single gunshot keeps the bar's mys-
tique alive, but serious brawlers get dumped before the
ambiance can be shattered.

The Wreck Room

As loud and obnoxious as The Cafeteria is quiet and
sterile, the Wreck is a strobe light fan's dream come true.
Stages and individual dance platforms hover throughout the
room, and the beat is always strong. The theme of the music
changesevery two hours, cycling through bee-bop to psyche-
delic, from disco to hip-hop, from goth and techno to
ambient and acid-noise. Icon restrictions favor clothing
appropriate to the style of music being played. In an elevated
glass booth, a deejay keeps the tunes flowing. Depending on
what's playing, this icon may be male or female, sexy or
garish. Although s/he answers to many names, the degjay's
genial (if slightly oily) behavior and musical expertise re-
mains consistent. Yes, she takes requests.

The Board Room

Reservations are required to secure this private meet-
ing room. Nearly all organized meetings, business or
otherwise, take place here. Naturally, Syndicate typesfavor
this place; every so often, they get touchy about sharing it
(until afew of them get dumped and learn to behave again
forawhile). Iconrestrictionsfavor businessattire, although
an advance registration allows the visitors to change those
parameters to suit their preferences.

In the center of the chamber, a huge mahogany table
sits surrounded by high-backed leather chairs. The table
automatically sizes itself to accommodate the number of
attendees, and the room always seems to be just the right
size to seat all visitors. Video screens near each chair help
participants stay involved when the table grows too large to
see the current speaker easily. In the past, proceedings in
this room often got out of hand. Someone came along and
constrained the room, however, and now all attendees must
follow Robert's Rules of Order. Since then, things have
been considerably more organized.

Paradise Island

A lush tropical isle complete with white-sand beaches,
clear water and an unbroken cerulean sky, Paradise is a
source of decadent pleasures. A resort filled with night-
clubs, restaurants and bars sits nestled in the heart of a
palm jungle; secluded bungalows and private beaches
await on the outskirts. Friendly island natives attend to
anything a visitor needs or wants, from drink refills to
shoulder rubs to more intimate services. Many visitors
spend their days lounging in the sun and swimming in the

virtual ocean. The resort also hosts a luau every night,
although midnight swims(sharksnotincluded) arealways
anoption. Iconrestrictions favor anything from beachwear
to bare skin. A popular tactic of spinners fleeing Men in
Black is to duck into Paradise and watch the embarrassed
agents either walk away or adopt swim trunks (black, of
course) in order to fit in.

The Galleon

Severa entrances from the heart of the Spy's Demise
lead to a small stateroom in the aft portion of an old
Spanish galleon. This is no merchant run or pleasure
cruise, however; this ship is crewed by pirates. Formatted
as a representation of every boy's dreams of larceny on the
high seas (and heavily influenced by Erroll Flynn movies),
the Galleon allows itsvisitorsto indulge in swashbuckling
adventure of the finest sort. Sometimes the crew iseagerly-
preparing to attack a merchantman; at other times, mu-
tiny is afoot. Every now and then, the ship putsin at a
pirate-friendly port, where the crew splits its plunder and
celebrates before heading back out to sea. Visits here are
rarely the same.

As with all of the other rooms, the sensory experience
isvividandtotal, ifabitidealized. Iconrestrictionsdemand
that each visitor assumes pirate guise and appropriate props
(cutlasses, parrots, peg legs, etc.). Many rival vessels are
actually other rooms — another pirate, a merchantman, an
English Navy warship, etc. Regulars often play both sides,
becoming a Spanish pirate-hunter one day, a buccaneer the
next. All combat is "soft," of course. "Dead" crewmen
simply dump their senses back into waiting icons in the
Grand Bar. The pirate icons lay in heaps to simulate the
dead men whodo tell tales... often while their "corpses’ still
lie in the thick of battle.

Ghastenburg Castle

Monstrous walls rise from perpetual mists in a wooded
countryside under a cloudy sky. A wide, scum-coated moat
surrounds the walls; the only way across it is an imposing
drawbridge of oak and iron. Inside, guests gather in the
main audience chamber and the great hall, toasting the
health of King Henry and Queen Branwyn. Outside the
great courts, the passages are liberally scattered with sleep-
ing quarters, dining halls, dancing chambers, and the like.
Above the castle, towers reach up into the air like skeletal
fingers; thetower windowsstay alivewith strangelight well
into the night. In the depths below, the dungeons echo with
the screams of tortured prisoners, and in the woods outside,
eerie beasts stalk the storm-swept hills.

This room is LARPer heaven, with knights and lords,
wizards and quests, heroes and villains, swords and sorcery.
The constraints of the room require appropriate garb and
speech, but within the rules of the game, anything goes. Of
course, there are consequences for careless behavior. Anger



the lord or break his edicts, and you'll find yourself at
swordpoint... or in the dungeon, providing entertainment
forothervisitors. All "magick"” is, of course, coincidental, so
long as it fits the classical mode. The staff, however, frowns
upon large, powerful or destructiveenchantments. Many a
careless"wizard" character has vanished forever in apuff of
smoke, or been dragged to "hell" (a dump conduit) by
"demons"; thus dumped, the visitor must begin with a new
"character." If he strays too often, he is barred from the
room for good.

Although the king, the queen, and several of their
henchmen are staffers or Digital Dollz (no one's quite sure
which are which), the court intrigues are open to a host of
guests, many of whom areregular "players" in thiscolossal
MU*. New guests often enter as "strangers to the king-
dom," quicklyembroiledinthelove/hatepolitical romance
of Henry and Branwyn. Although the monarchs adore
each other, they conduct afiercerivalry, played out likea
gameof chesswith oh-so-willinglivepieces. A full platter
of evil knights, conspiring lords, dedicated clerics, pas-
sionate peasants and horrible creatures keep Ghastenburg
Castle hopping. While some visitors complain that the
Castle is either "not period" or "in bad taste" (the dun-
geons atefairly harrowing, especially for Verbenawith a
sense of history), this room is among the most popular
"attractions" in the Demise.

Reputation

The Spy's Demise is a source of eternal conjecture
among those who visit it... which includes nearly every
mage in the Web. No one knows who opened the club or
who maintainsit, but everyone loves to specul ate. Popu-
lar theories state that it's an NWO Construct collecting
information on everything that happens in its rooms;
that it wasbuilt by the Virtual Adeptsduring the experi-
mental days of the '50s and '60s; and that it's really a
Nephandic trick, undermining both the Council and the
Technocracy. Some spinners maintain it was the spot
where Turing first appeared in the Web, or that it was set
up by the Ahl-i-Batin, who are gathering datafor their
triumphant return. Some even call it the growing wish-
dream of a specieson the brink of self-extinction... or of
a spirit on the threshold of Awakening. Then there are
the really weird theories.

Though opinions about the Demise's tolerance policy
vary, everyone enjoys having a place to relax without
having to watch their backs. Recent increases in the
security protocols have some patrons (mostly Virtual
Adepts) grumbling about "the good old days." Many
Technocratic patrons think the changes are positive ones,
and encourage more of them... especially if they driveout
the Tradition mages.




Which is unlikely. Rules or no rules, most spinners
consider the Demise a great hangout for many reasons.
Its wide range of entertainment — no matter your taste,
you can find aroom that catersto it— makesit afavorite
among Webheads who like to dabble. The swift and
courteous service is unparalleled anywhere in the Net,
the atmosphere of intrigue and rivalry keeps things spicy,
and information — almost any kind — can be found for
a price somewhere in the Demise.

A small group of spinners has been quietly drumming
up support for a movement to close the Spy's Demise. To
these protesters, the constant atmosphere of seduction,
treachery and escapismweakensthealready fragilemotiva-
tions of many modern magi. Other dissidents worry that the
constant presence (and occasiona friendship) of tradi-
tional enemies in such close proximity dilutes the passion
behind the Ascension War. Enemies who spend too much
time together, they say, begin to value each other's view-
points. Given the large numbers of defectors in the Web,
the idea makes just enough sense to make it seem valid—

What is the truth behind the Spy's Demise? In a world
where any one spinner can wear a dozen masks, is there a
single truth to find? As the Web grows, the Spy's Demise
does the same... as does the line to get in. Who wants the
truth when there's so much fun to be had?

2

Regulars

Thousands of icons pass through the Spy's Demise
every day. Some stay for mere moments, while others
linger for hours or days, preferring the club to the harsh
reality of the physical world. Some almost never leave,
living their lives almost entirely within the Web. One
common topic among ol d-timers at the Demise is that so
many regulars died in the Great Crash, or have gone
missing. Even so, there are a number of familiar faces who
always seem to he somewhere in the Demise, including:

Maxine

What's the password?

Background: From beyond the door, awhiff of lilac
perfume signals the presence of Maxine, the tireless,
tough-as-nails receptionist of the Web's biggest night
spot. No matter how late or early the hour, the ever-
present "doll with the Devil's humor" greets visitors to
the Demise. Those who cannot answer her eternal
query wind up performing for the amusement of the
patrons below.

Like most of the Demise's staff, Maxine puzzles
outsiders. Although she seems human enough, no spin-
ner would endure her eternal vigil. Naturally, anyone



could look like Maxine. For all anyone knows, there are
a hundred Maxines taking turns between the various
antechambers leading into the club proper. Over adozen
entrances exist, each with a slightly different flavor;
Maxine waits behind each door, her icon dressed appro-
priately. Each Maxine, however, shares the "origina's"
personality — a slightly sweet, slightly condescending
mix of moxie, mischief and boredom. No one — not
Dante, not Kibo, not even Master Porthos himself -
seems to impress Maxine. If Jesus Christ, the Matriarch
and Alan Turing were to march through the door simul-
taneously, Maxine would probably look up from filing
her nails long enough to ask "What's the password?"' -
and cheerfully dump any or all of her guests if they don't
answercorrectly.

(In)famous as she is for her password query, Maxine
can converse as fluently as anyone else in Netspace.
Certain people even warrant a hug when they come
in... but even these favored few must know the pass-
word. Friendly visitors might inspire her into chatty
digressions about movies, philosophy, technology or
whatever else interests the speaker. Oddly enough,
Maxine's hobbies always seem to match those of the
most vocal visitor. She's pretty well-informed, too...
much more informed than someone who spends every
day in an office should be. There are certain things she
never discusses, though: her personal life, the internal
workingsof the Demise, guests of the establishment and
Ascension War politics. "Sorry, chief,” she demurs,
"but we hired helpers ain't supposed ta' discuss those
sorta things wit' the guests." As you might expect.
Maxine has several admirers. However, no one can
prove he's been on a date with the receptionist -
though many people, male and female, claim to have
gone out with her.

Image: Depending on the conduit leading to the
antechamber, Maxine might be a stylish 1990s recep-
tionist, atough Pul p-Erasecretary, asaloon gal, or asexy
James Bond girl. Occasionally, she even appears as an
image on a flying vid-screen "bug." In either guise,
Maxine radiates a cool, earthy charm, confidence, sly
humor and a slight aloofness. Her bright blonde hair,
bubblegumand lilac perfumecarry over into eachimage,
as does her wicked imagination. No matter how she
looks, M axine always seemsabit put out, asif therewere
amillion things she'd rather be doing than dealing with
you. Despite thisair, she's never unkind or impolite. If a
spinner gives her trouble, however, she dumps his sorry
ass out of the sector.

Roleplaying Hints: Think wiseass. Althoughyou're
never openly rude, there'sacertain world-weary wit in
your banter. Which isn't to say you're not friendly
sometimes... but you'll decide who to be friendly with.
Nothing and nobody ruffles you; hell, the Great Crash

might have made you put down your nail file. The
password changes constantly (Storyteller's option), but
remains your sacred charge. God Himself couldn't get
in without offering either the password or some little
trick. Tailor those tricks to the customer's attitude. If
he's nice, go easy; if he's got a stick up his virtual ass,
take him down hard.

Possible Roles: Maxineisrarely, if ever, seen away
from her desk.

Notes: Although not a mage in the classic sense,
Maxine has one great power: Storyteller fiat. As the
incarnation of the Spy's Demise, she can do anything you
want her to be able to do, short of leaving the antecham-
ber. Her de-rezzing power never fails, although she never
uses it unless some "guest" has proven to be a nuisance,
and no one can harm her, read her mind or scare her off,
no matter what they do.

Nightwind

Sorry, | don't take data-collection jobs anymore. | have
gazed into the depths and found a clue to reaching the heights.
1 have more important things to think about these days.

Background: Nightwind wasaVirtual Adeptwitha
rep for being great at finding data. He always dreamed of
creating something bigger than the Digital Web, though,
something that would dwarf its apparent infinity with
the real thing. He spent a lot of time following Lip on
rumors about a meta-level to the Web, then disappeared
forawhile. He'srecently returned to the Demise, but has
been tight-lipped about what he's seen.

Image: Nightwind always dresses entirely in black
and wears ablack cloak that perpetually billows around
him. Hishair and eyes are also black, and he stands about
5' 10". He has a tendency to look off into the distance,
even when speaking directly to someone.

Roleplaying Hints: You were absolutely the best,
and then you discovered something that made you even
better. Searching for the higher levels of VR, you found
alower one. Although you can't be sure, you suspect that
you uncovered the very operating system of the Web.
Now you have an uncanny understanding of the way all
the data interrelates, but you're trying to figure out how
to use that knowledge.

People used to think you were arrogant. Now they
think you're aloof. Their opinions dont matter. The
secrets to the greatest hack of all iswithinyour grasp... if
you could only understand how to use them. Y our insights
have made you a bit insane, and you often question the
sanity of everyone around you, too.

Possible Roles. Expert advisor, crazy mystic, scary
dude at the bar, Big Brother type-

Notes: In game terms, Nightwind is a Master (see
"Sample Templates,” Mage, p. 275), specializing in



Correspondence, Mind and Prime (5 each). His Arete (7)
is impressive enough in itself, hut his eerie gaze, which
seems to evoke landscapes and enigmas beyond compre-
hension, lends him an effective Manipulation and
Intimidation of 5 each. Powerful as he is, Nightwind
disdains overt magick; instead, he simply assumes new
forms, employsdiversions or disappears when threatened.

Astarte

Behold, | am the Mother of All Things, and my love is like
water upon the Earth.

Background: According to myth, the Goddess
Astarte was the great creatrix of Earth and her surround-
ing realms. Divided into three parts, she spread the seas,
the skies and the land below her like a blanket, and
walked naked into the Underworld to rescue her consort
from eternal Death. As she went, she cast away the
garments, mantles and finery that shielded her from
eternity. In the end, she confronted Infinity and Death,
defeated them with love, and brought their secrets back
to the living world with her.

According to Net legend, the spinner Astarte was an
Etherite with a fondness for science fiction, mythology
and alternate dimensions. Shunned since childhood for
her odd pursuits, and shunned within the Sons of Ether
for her sex and ethnicity, the woman-who-would-be-
goddess invented powerful computers and broke through
the harrier between the human world and the Net. Like
Turing, she was sucked into Netspace by accident, and
supposedly absorbed phenomenal amounts of knowledge
in the process. Casting away her old name, tools and
appearance, she confronted this new reality, learned its
secrets, and has carried them with her ever since.

Oh, did we mention that she's mad as adyslexic sysop?

These days, the two Astartes are one. For agoddess, she
still has aremarkably human fondness for books, games and
conversation; in her mind, she's simply enjoying the fruits
of her creations. Despite a lingering sadness — she believes
amysteriousforcestripped away her truedivine power, slew
her children and scattered her precious Quintessence —
Astarte is agenial and generous being. Although fearsome
in her wrath — as any goddess should be! — she prefers to
socialize with her beloved creations.... so long as they pay
her the respect she is due.

Image: Astarte is a tall, nude woman of African de-
scent. In place of skin, she has a shimmering black void,
salted with a starscape. If you stare at her for any length of
time, you can see the planets and stars move against the
cosmos that is her body. Aside from her two burning violet
eyes, the goddess' form is totally "transparent,” displaying
the universe"within" her. Astarte'svoice, when she speaks,
whispers like the wind between the stars.

Roleplaying Hints: As befits an ageless creatrix, you
aredignified, reserved and gracious. Unlikethe raging gods
you've heard tales of, you are patient and generous. What
need does a goddess have for human pettiness? So long as all
creatures offer you respect, your temper is calm and your
actions benevolent. Should some upstart deny your divin-
ity, his life and soul are yours for the taking.

When time permits, you indulge in the fascinating
games your creations have devised; chess is a special
favorite of yours, and you play it extraordinarily well...
though you can be beaten.

Possible Roles: Background curiosity, powerful but
distant ally, information font, divinity




Notes: Like Blue Meanie, Astarte went Marauder a
long time ago. In game terms, she's an Adept at the high end
of the scale (Arete 6), with remarkable command of Corre-
spondence, Forces and Spirit (5 each), and formidable
talents with Mind, Prime and Time (3 each). Although she
understands all Spheres at the first Rank, her skill with the
others is limited (1 each). Her extraordinary Perception
and Intelligence (5 each), combined with her magickal
perceptions, do indeed make her seem godlike. Insane or
not, she has a sizable cult of fanatically dedicated spinners
(the Jewels of Astarte) and several enigmatic Umbrood [see
"DataBeasts' in SITE 5] as companions.

Jessica Young

How may | be of assistance?

Background: A former Void Engineer with a gift for
cartography, Jessica got her start helping the Engineers
map the Web. After several violent encounters with
Virtual Adepts, she questioned the animosity between the
Union and the Council. She talked with the staff at the
Spy's Demise, and they offered her a position of neutrality
between the two camps. She accepted and worked behind
the bar for several years. For the first few years, she wore
her gray Void Engineer jumpsuit and stylish avant-garde
jewelry to boast her harmony with order and progress.
After the fight in 1995, Jessica's mysterious employers
requested that she moderate her icon's "dress' to avoid
provoking partisan fights.

These days, Jessica puts her artistic and diplomatic
talents to work reconstructing damaged sectors. A talented
CGlI artist, she designs new and better "buildings," and has
personally formatted several rooms in the Demise itsdlf
(including Ghastenburg Castle, where she plays the royal
confidant Lady Jessella). Although she enjoysmakingfriends
with patrons, she pulls away when and if she senses that a
relationship (romantic or otherwise) is getting too close.
Jessica lost several friends in the Great Crash, and she
secretly fears another disaster. Although she wouldn't leave
the Net if her life depended on it (to her, it does), Jessica is
deeply afraid of losing more loved ones. Even so, her natural
friendliness undermines her attempts at emotional dis-
tance. To many patrons of the Spy's Demise, Jessica Y oung
is far more than a bartender; she's living proof of the hope
the Digital Web offers.

Image: Onduty, Jessica"dresses’ inthe plain black and
white suits that most staffers wear. Tying her long brown
hair back in a ponytail, she serves up drink and conversa-
tion with equal enthusiasm. Her sparkling blue eyes miss
nothing; as she speaks, those eyes stare straight into theface
of whomever she addresses. Her intense manner might be
intimidating if not for her friendliness; if threatened, how-
ever, she has no problem dumping troublemakers into the
nearest SRVRZ. Jessica still has many friends among the
Technocrats, and those allies enjoy doing favors for her.

Off duty, Jessica sketches faces and places in her virtual
drawing pad. As Lady Jessella, she favors elaborate court
garb (often designed by the artist herself) and dignified
manners, away from the Demise, she enjoys torn jeans and
T-shirts, and wears her hair loose and free. No matter where
she is, Jessica will not tolerate insults to either side of the
Great Race, and admonishes partisans to see the other side
of the issue.

Roleplaying Hints: You want to be the first to explore
anything new, and your eagerness shows whenever discuss-
ing new discoveries. You know it's not possible to discover
everything, but that'll never stop you from trying. You
believe that the Ascension War is a sad joke; true Ascen-
sionwill only happen when magesrealizethat everyone will
have a part in it.

Possible Roles: Secret benefactor, curiously well-in-
formed acquaintance, source of timely warnings

Notes. In game terms, Jessica is a moderately skilled
Adept (Arete 5, Correspondence and Prime 3, Forces,
Matter and Mind 2, Entropy, Life, Spirit and Time 1) who
channels her Arts through drawing (Rank 1 perception
Effects) or computer decks (everything else). Aside from
VR access, shehasvery little interest in magick, and prefers
to hone her talents with pen, pixel and personality.

Panama lack

Of course | know how to get into the Demise from the
Badlands. What do you think | am, an amateur? |'vefaced down
angry natives and flaming volcanoes. You think a few hungry
data beasts can stop me.’

Background: The child of safari experts, Jack grew up
in the wild, traveling to remote and dangerous places. His
experiences awakened afire in him that led him to explore
such places as Tasmania, Borneo and the Himalayas. There,
a chance encounter with a party of Void Engineers Awak-
ened his Avatar to much more. A tragic accident left him
with paralyzed legs, a missing arm and shattered dreams,
until his fellow Technocrats introduced him to the Digital
Web. Now he specializes in finding entrances to the Spy's
Demise, and personally knows of at least 150.

Until the Crash, Jack spent most of his time in the
deepest reaches of Webspace, with only other Voids for
company. From them, he learned to distrust Etherites
("Professor Challenger's mutant offspring") and fear "the
Virtual Assholes" who would crash the Net just for fun.
Although he'sfriendly enough on the surface, Jack doesn't
trust Tradition-types "as far as | could throw a water
buffalo." He works to undermine their lead in the Great
Race as much aspossible. To thisend, Jack acts the buddy,
buying drinks all 'round and starting tall-tale contests
with likely informants. He's not really one for violence,
but he can throw a punch and shoot a gun, and he's got
pretty big hands and areally big rifle in case the quicksand
starts suckin' at his toes.



Although he appears to be a brave loner, Jack's ex-
tremely loyal to the Void Engineers, and to the Technocratic
cause in general. "I've seen the wild side of nature," he'll tell
you, "and there were reasons we made machines and medi-
cines." While no great fan of the cyborgs and their lot, Jack's
convinced "they're just the hired help,” and can be turned
off or reprogrammed once the threat is past.

Image: Think Harrison Ford in a Panama hat and
khakis, and you've got a pretty good vision of Jack. In or out
of the Demise, Jack's always got his trusty Smith & Wesson
.38, a Bowie knife and his H&H Nitro rifle nearby.

Roleplaying Hints: You've always loved having the
wind in your hair, and the Void Engineers had just begun to
show you the true frontiers when it was all taken away.
Avoid thinking about it too much— it just makesyou bitter
and angry. Instead, exercise your natural talents in the
Web, seeing the virtual versions of things you might have
seen in person, if only... Well, that kind of thinking gets
you nowhere. Relish what is.

Possible Roles: Skillful guide, hero, professional rival,
source of misinformation, insufferable braggart whose face
you want to smash

Notes: Consider Jack an Adept of moderate ability
(Correspondence 2, Forces 3, Life 3, Prime 2, Arete 4),
heavy on physical Talents and Skills like Brawling, Climb-
ing, Athletics, etc. (3 or 4 in appropriate Abilities). In
Webspace, Jack's"magick" alwaysmanifestsasgreat strength,
luck, fortitude or speed, or astheweaponsforever at hisside.
If anyone should ever meet Jack outside the Web, they'll
find a bitter, wheelchair-bound man of great imagination
but little physical or magickal ability.

Candy Carnemark
(pronounced "con-a-mark")

Wanna buy me a drink?

Background: A dame from the deepest corner of
Breakheart Hotel, Candy broods in the darkness of Bogart's
cafe. Every so often, she rouses herself just enough to get
suicidally entangled in another loser's private tragedy.
Some nights, she is a muse to a tortured artist who just
happens to owe his soul to the Mab; other nights, she's a
girl on the lam, hunted by the crookedest cops on the
force. No matter what her current dilemmas , you can bet
it'll involve lots of three important things: lies, violence
and sex — especially sex.

To a spinner mook with more iron than brains, she's
everything aguy could ask for. Too sexy to live, too beautiful
to die, Candy pouts like a child and throws down like a pro.
In a world of perfect bodies, she's got one of the best — great
gams, asolid chassis, killer'seyesand afiguresohydraulicthat
Neptune himself would be struck dumb. She's got great
moves and a wardrobe to match. There's only one problem,
and it isn't readily apparent: Candy is a guy.

Five of 'em, actually, and they're all Sleepers. A year or
S0 ago, agroup of college dudes (and one woman) stumbled
onto a fantastic MU* — the back room of Bogart's. Origi-
nally, they created Candy, the ideal fantasy female, as an
exerciseinmalegullibility. It worked. Boy, did it work! The
icon was so well created that even mages were fooled
(mostly because they wanted to be). Professions of love,
invitations to romance, crude seductions, and the deadliest
kind of secrets— the kind Sleepers aren't supposed to know

— poured into "Candy's" ears. The real woman soon left the
group to create her own icon, Candy's rival — LisaManson;
the guys remain online, sharing Candy between them and
reveling in her exploits.

Until recently, the men behind the woman assumed
that the fantastic talk of "Great Races' and "Technocratic
Unions' were all part of a deeper level on the MU*. On a
lark, a couple of them did some checking, and uncovered
local operations of both the Traditions and the Technoc-
racy. Candy's handlers are beginning to see the true scope
of a conspiracy that makes The X-Files look sedate... and
none of 'em are sure what to do with the info. As of yet,
Candy hasn't stumbled, but the guys are getting nervous.
What happens if— or when — someone behind the scenes
figures out the truth behind Bogart's most infamous moll?

Secretly, a couple of the guys are dying to find out....

Image: Candy's avulnerable Amazon, akiller tomato
with amouth for liesand abody for sin. A blonde bombshell
with shrapnel to boot, Candy stands 56" and boasts a
heroic set of headlights and hips. She dresses to kill, and
packs an icepick and a .22 in securely demure places. Her
tough Brooklyn accent has Swedish tinges, and her sex
drive is enough to exhaust a Cultist of Ecstasy. In reality,
Candy's "men" are a nondescript lot... not repulsive, but
nothing special, either.

Roleplaying Hints: You're tough as cement, but melt
like butter when you're touchedjust right... You love trouble,
50 much so that no matter how badly it hurts, you just can't stay
away from the Bad Life and all the fun that it brings

Possible Roles: Informant, plot complicator, distrac-
tion, messenger, local color, sex toy, pet project for
redemption, enemy, ticking time bomb

Notes: Neither Candy nor her handlers have
magickal powers of any kind. She's just an extremely
sophisticated VR simulation with some imaginative pro-
grammers, akiller icon and enough luck to get into really
deep shit. To date, no one has noticed Candy's true
origins, and a lot of people have told her a lot of things
they shouldn't have. A search that doesn't include sex
would probably reveal her straight away, but as of yet, no
one, male or female, has been able to get past Candy's
powerful sexuality. In game terms, she could be consid-
ered a Sleeper (though not a "witness" for magick) with
Manipulation and Appearance 5, a Seduction and Wits
of 4, and an insatiable libido.



Rumors

In aplace where informationflowsas copiously
as it does in the Spy's Demise, rumors are the spare
change that trades hands in amoment of conversa-
tion. The following is a list of things characters
might hear, or pay to learn, while in the club. The
truth of each rumor is up to the Storyteller.

Some older Virtual Adepts regret their Tradition's
break with the Technocracy, and have been talking about
deserting the Council to go back to the Technocratic
Union.

See, | told you that Marauders were trying to crash
the Web! Good thing the Adepts built this place like a
rock....

There's a whole storehouse of data hidden some-
where in the Spy's Demise, free to anyone who can find
it. 1 bet there's some choice stuff in there.

1 heardsomebody went out to Doc Volcano's online
shop and picked up a Chopper. | wonder if the person
who bought it will be stupid enough to use it... or where
they plan to use it.

A bunch of Arabian guys were asking around about
the location of the Crystal Palace. Don't know what they
want there, but they didn't look like they were selling
Camp Scout cookies.

Whatever you do, man, always build your own rig.
| heard the Syndicate's moving in on all the hardware
companies. It's bad enough they own most of the soft-
ware....

The Great Race is over. It's a draw. The Virtual
Adepts and Void Engineers signed a secret pact to control
the Web. Once they get everything rebuilt, they're gonna
band together as the fifth faction in the Ascension War
and call themselves the Fractal Architects.

A bunch of glowing icons have been walking around.
fixing the most screwed-up parts of the Web. No one
knows who they are, but they try to fry you ifthey see you
watching ‘em.

| heard three SRVRZs reverted to Virgin Web, out
ofthe blue. 1 wonder ifthe Technos are pissed or psyched.
Gee, 1'd hate to be inside a sector when that happened—

If someone conies up to you and tells you he knows
what it takes to become an Oracle, dust his ass. The only |
ones who know are the Oracles, and they ain't talking.

| tell you, | saw those guys climbing all over the
Matterhorn. Arabian Nights dudes in robes-n-shit.
Looked like they were buildin' somethin'....

| heard there's another level to the Web, a meta-
level where you can experience the entirety of the Web's
infinity at once. They say the people who find this place

either crack from the pressure and go nuts, or find a sense
of peace and transcend their bodies 'cause they know the
pain of flesh isn't worth the struggle of wearing it.

Don't get "tracered" in the Demise! It's the next step
in the NWO's plan to monitor everything in the Web!

The destruction of Doissetep points out the folly of the
Council. It wastamn apart from within by inter-Tradition
rivalries that got out of hand. A fractured confederation
such asyourshasno hope. Onlytheunified paradigmof the
Technocratic Union can lead the world to Ascension.

| heard Doissetep got blown to bits by some badass
wizard who managed to survive Gilgul and execution. He
stitched his Avatar together while he wasfloatingaroundin
the Outer Realms, then returned for some serious pay-
back.

If you can answer the riddle of the Net-sphinx, shelll
let you read anything in her library... and she has every-
thing in her library!

Some newbie's been hiring bodyguards like crazy,
Seems he stumbled onto a whole bunch of Virgin Web and
is holding out for the highest bid he can get. If he waits too
long, somebody'll get it from himfor free, and he won't like
that one hit.

The Dreamspeakers are breaking up. Too many new
shamans love technology, and their elders are cracking
down hard. This dude named Rolling Thunder Ridgeway
is leading a splinter group of techno-shamans called the
Thunderbird Ring, and they want out of both the 'Speakers
and the Council.

Hey, did you hear the Al in charge of MECHA isn't
happy runningjust her Realm any more? Yeah, the place
is such amodel ofefficiency that the rest of the Technocracy
isafraid ofit. They triedto shut her down, but she recursed
herself outta the trap and got the upper hand. Now she
wants to run the whole show. The Inner Circl€'s trying to
figure out if they can pull the plug.

The werewolves have declared war on the Digital
Web. They say we've been harboring Wyrmespawn, so
they're going to destroy the whole thing to get at them.

You can get ajob at the Spy's Demise if you know the

right people. Youhavetochangeyouriconsoyoul ooklike

rest of the staff, but | hear the pay is great. Besides,
imagine beingable to listenin on all the stuff going on here,
becaue no one thinks you care. Hey, is that bartender
looking at us funny?

Nobody runs the Spy's Demise. It's self-aware, al-
ways has been. Pretty soon it's gonna start reaching out
and waking up other sectors until the whole Web is awake.
Then we're screwed.



Other Sites

(I amlarge, | contain multitudes.)
- Walt Whitman, "Song of Myself
OK, youwannasee more?1 don't blameyou—
| love the Demise as much asthe next gal, but
there's so
much more
Q00000000 to the Web
QO than its most
QO famous wa-
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ThePlayground

A junkyard. No, a blown-apart carnival. No, that's
still not it__It's a hodgepodge of toys, dreams, make-
believe and amusement parks — only somehow gray,
rusting and crusty. How do you get rust on the Net? This
sector doesn't look decrepit as much as it looks, well,
hollow. Like you could put your hand through something
if you weren't careful. Things aren't holding together well;
the place feels... disconnected, misplaced.

This is a place that was.

Once upon a time, The Playground was a site for
serious gamers. Icons would drift in from all over to try
their hand at the latest CGl game, playing against each
other, with each other and play with each other's ideas.
Gradually they would crank out new code and create
new revs. See, in a perfect geek world, ideas build on

ideas. And when things are really going right, a
gaggle of geeks will heterodyne off of each other's
brains, and the universe will be a better place for the
changes coded. Once upon a time, most of the

breakthrough ideas for new game software came

from The Playground; Sleeper programmers would
occasionally wake up to claim as their own a flash
of brilliance sent from The Playground.

No more.

Surely you've noticed the amazing lack of
originality in games recently. It seems like every-
thing is derivative, nothing new for ages. It's
enough to make a gamer think about doing Seri-
ous Work or something. There's a reason for that.

Some of the most brilliant game-generating
minds went with The Playground when it Whited
in The Great Crash. But you can still walk
around here, and see bits and pieces of what
remains... if you can figure out what some of
this stuff is. Assuming, of course, that you can
figure out how to get here in the first place.
Old hacks rue the loss of The Play-
ground, but they're damned glad they
weren't here when the Web Crashed.
The Playground used to be fun to
wander through. You could try new
games, see what slick code was
around to be "borrowed," maybe
make a contribution or two, or beta
test the new stuff. Recently, folks have
been putting most of their energy into
rebuilding the Web; still, it'd be nice to
have someplace like The Playground back
again once everyone has a few moments to
breathe — and play! — again.

=



New World Virtual high School

Expo Center

The Technocracy's nervous about the Net, and with
good reason. The Net is responsible for a rapid surge in
interest in technology — which, on the surface, would seem
to be agreat thing for the technological paradigm. Much to
the chagrin of many Technocrats, however, the Virtua
Adepts (and others) have used the Net to blow the roof off
of what Sleepers think technology can achieve. Add that to
the air of Anarchy that Netizens tend to promote, and
you've got a curious contradiction: a Zone where the
Sleepers can wander, and a Zone where both the Technoc-
racy and the Traditions are right at the same time. The New
World Virtual High School Expo Center is a large step
toward breaking that stalemate.

Physically, the site is located in North Carolina, at the
hub of several government networks and Internet sites
dedicated to county school systems. It contains conduits to
several other education and government-oriented sites on
the Web as well. Originally designed and engineered in a
cooperative effort between NWO educators and Syndicate
managers, the Expo has been designed primarily for Sleep-
ers. Schools across the United States and Canada (the rest
of the world will be able to log in soon) are being given
cheap, simple VR rigs, allowing entire classrooms to
visit the Expo center at once. Accompanied by
their teacher, children can virtually "step in" to
thecenter, and witnessliving dinosaurs, great events
in history, and more. The Center itself includes
experimental online classrooms where teach-
erscan customizefurniture, coloration, even \
basic architecture to find the perfect class- a7 ::l
roomfortheirstudents. Thevirtual library '
holds vast literary resources that can be
read from virtual books by turning the
virtual pages. In short, the kids love it,
the teachers love it, and nobody has
probed too deeply to find its source of
the funding. It's a great way to take a
class on afield trip without having to
ask the parents to split the bus fare.

A vital part of the updated Timetable, the
Expo isdesigned to reinforce three basic ideas:

(A) Technology is fun, attractive, and
essential.

(B) Technology has many useful applica-
tions, but they are still limited. The best use of
technology lies in the hands of those who un-
derstand and acknowledge those limits.

(C) Technology is best when it's used by
schools, governments, corporations, and other
large figures of the establishment. An orderly Net
is more fun, more useful, and more practical than
one where everybody can act as they please.

p—
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Thefirst is the easiest to establish; a few minutesin
the virtual jungle watching T-Rex will convince the
youngsters, and an hour in the Teacher's Resource Lab,
where testing, grading and curriculum design are merged
into simplevirtual routines, convinces the educators. The
obvious joy of both students and teachers tends to con-
vince the parents. To
the Center's credit,
GPAsrisedramatically
in classes with ac-
cess
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to the VR rigs. Kids who never liked learning before are
discovering a fascination with knowledge, as it comes to
life before them in a show that buries the most popular
video games for sheer spectacle.

The second goal — to establish that technology is
bound by definite parameters --is woven into every
aspect of the Center. The VR rigs provide only audio/
visual feedback, nothing kinesthetic or olfactory. Further-
more, while the visualsare impressively artistic and colorful,
they are very deliberately artistic and colorful. Nothing in
the Expo Center, not even the waxed corridors and stain-
less-steel statuary, looks real. It's all very obviously
top-notch CGI, complete with carefully highlighted (if
subtle) flaws. The Technocracy is trying very hard to
establish that anything that looks more real than this is
currently impossible. Technology is wonderful, but it is
limited, and must advance slowly.

The third goa — to establish that Order online is
better than Anarchy — is more difficult to drive home. The
complex is deliberately laid out in a way that allows chil-
dren to wander off from their group to explore... not to
encourage the practice, but to make it easy. Kids who go off
on their own soon find themselves lost in endless dull
corridors, dark offices, and seminar chambers, until afriendly
(if blocky and unrealistic) cartoon icon "security guard”
finds the wanderers and escorts them back to the group.
When the "strays" return to their group, they find that the

others have received a special treat in their absence -
either a tour of an especially exciting exhibit, or something
more tangible, like free coupons for ice cream back in
RealSpace. The places and activities provided for the
public are fun, colorful, and interesting. Everything else is
dull, frightening and unrewarding.

The exhibits themselves include Dinosaur Island (kids
can watch cool action scenes of migration, feeding, fighting
and extinction); Dawn of Man (icons act out the ascent of
humanity from smelly primatesto tool -using sophisticates);
The Classical World (Daedal usescortskids past noble Greeks
and Romans battling barbarians and establishing great
sciences, philosophy and technology); The Dark Ages (where
fairy tale romanticism is quashed by harrowing depiction of
poverty, disease and oppression, undone again by the forces
of Reason); the Renaissance Adventure (a guided tour hosted
by Leonardo da Vinci, who takes kids through Venice and
Florence, introduces them to Columbus and other vision-
aries, and shows them the wonders of the arts and sciences);
the Age of Reason Tour (a breathtaking walk through
Elizabethan England, royal Paris, Classical Germany and
colonial America — hosted by guides like Shakespeare,
Voltaire, Beethoven and Pocahontas); The Great Peace
(Victorian England, hosted by the queen herself); and the
Wonders of Tomorrow Expo (hosted by Einstein, who'd be
appalled at hisicon'sbehavior). All tours, of course, feature
history lessons very skewed toward the Technocratic view-




point. Each site is a Restricted Sector; to enter, icons must
wear clothing appropriate to the era (and to the view the
Expo wishes to promote — the Dark Ages costumes are
filthy and drab, while the Age of Reason features dashing
garb). Kids are given these "clothes’ in "dressing rooms' in
the conduits outside the sectors.

The Teacher's Resource Lab resembles a cross between
a shopping mall and an office complex. Features include
"mutable classrooms,” where teachers can pick up and
reshape furniture with their "bare hands," recolor the car-
pet with a wave of a finger, and rearrange the walls at a
simple graphic-oriented console. To use the facilities, the
teachersfill out and update "accessforms,” thus keeping the
Expo's staff informed about the "unofficial" side of modern
education... information that only teachers would know.

The Expo itsef is not a single Grid Sector, but a
collection of linked ones, carefully formatted into related
themes and connected by many conduits to create the
illusion of a modern virtual facility. The complex consists
of two principal zones, colloquially referred to by the site's
administrators as Upstairs and Downstairs. The "Upstairs'
areas are well-lit and clean, and open to the public (al-
though many of the apparently functional areas are little
more than decorative background noise). The "Down-
stairs' areas are private, secret meeting places where
educators plan new strategies, lessons and methods.

The New World Virtual High School Expo is open to
the public in various forms. While the corridors and sectors
of the actual facility are only accessible by those who
employ the Technocracy's VR rigs, the Expo also sponsors
acolorful interactive Website and severa live chat areas on
the ordinary Internet. The admins also host discussions on
IRC chat networks. The media and government love the
new Expo, and the feedback from parents and kids is
encouraging. For all its propaganda, the Expo does entice
kids to learn. As for the Adepts, staring at the deeply
Restricted blot on the Net, the benefits of education versus
the nature of that education keep the whole project a
subject of debate.

TheSeer

The Web is home to hundreds, possibly even thou-
sands, of libraries and indexes, sectors devoted to scanning
both the ordinary Internet and the vast Web beneath it to
find out just where all the information is. Some of the more
powerful "libraries’ are even capable of opening fresh
conduits directly to a data source — provided the sector on
the other end has given permission for that kind of sudden
intrusion. Many do grant it, in exchange for the right to use
such systems for their own ends.

The Great Crash of '97 destroyed most of the really
powerful libraries, wiping clean or shreddingtheminto usdess,
surreal ruins. In the aftermath, they were written off as lost.
Until the summer of '98, when the Seer was discovered.

Through a process that nobody has been desperate
enough to replicate, dozens of library sectorsfromall corners
of the Web clustered together and fused. Theresulting ruinis
certainly surreal, but it'sfar from useless. Tucked away ina
remote Junkland, the Seer (the nickname was applied quickly
and stuck) iseasily the most flexible, powerful research tool
on the Web. Furthermore, it's self-aware, all-powerful within
the confines of itsown domain, and apparently has an agenda
of some kind. The Seer is either a powerful Al, a ghost, or
even anew kind of combination of the two. Nobody's quite
sure which. If anyone recognizes the Seer's personality, they
aren't talking.

Anyone who enters the Seer's domain may question it.
Any question may be answered, if the Seer feelslike doing so.
The question may also be answered with a fresh conduit to
nearly anywhere in the Web; there doesn't seem to be any
limittowhereit can penetrate. Everybody with real power in
the Web wants to either claim the Seer as their own private
tool, or destroy it — but the Seer has successfully resisted
every such attempt, and seems capable of ecting anyone
who doesn't play nice. The Seer prefersto remain aquiet spot
for those seeking knowledge, and it brooks no abuse.

The borders of the Seer are indistinct, surrounded by
Junklands filled with links and passages that most
Webspinners consider unsafe. Most take the longway in, a
trek across crashed and ruined sectors that can take hours
on foot. The structure itself looks like the main branch of
a big-city public library... or rather, what one might look
like if you peeled the roof and walls away. Shelves and
shelves of books, fluttering in the breeze below the bluest,
brightest sky you'veever seen. Natural breezeswhipthrough
the stacks, causing pages to flutter and carrying a gentle
whiff of old ink and binding glue. Nothing blows away,
though; nothing is lost or ruined once you step onto the
carpeted floor. The library is an oasis of calm in a twisted,
hopeless landscape.

In the center room of the library, faint shadows of the
cloudsoverhead crawl peacefully over every surface. Here,
the icon of the Seer's persona drifts, a flowing, semi-
humanoid spectre of orange light. The Seer isn't chatty —
it only answers questions, but will respond to nearly any
appropriate address, from "Seer" or "librarian" to "hey,
you." When it isn't being addressed, the spirit simply drifts.

Aside from the Seer itself, the place lacks a catal ogue
or sorting order of any kind. Without help, a visitor could
literally spendlifetimeslookingfor agivenwork. Thestacks
of books include a surprisingly eclectic collection of data
that may be accessed without approaching the orange
spectre at all. Clearly "leftovers' from the crashed libraries
and indexes that formed the Seer, they include everything
from Technocratic agenda sheets to holy works written by
members of the Celestial Chorus. Many of these works have
been targeted for destruction or theft, but to no avail. The
Seer simply ejects any icon causing trouble.



The nameless Seer Spectre is a vague, shifting image of
orangelight. Itsfaceisstem and vaguely feminine; itseyesare
deep, dark and empty. Thefeatures don't betray much emotion
at all, maybe a hint of impatience or a touch of anger. Most
visitors to the Seer simply assume that it's some kind of warped
Al, acynical image of atypical librarian or professor. The
reality behind this "Reader of the Lost Archives' remains as
lost as the books at the bottom of the stacks.

You want more? | could go on al day. How about the
Per sephone Exploration & Development SRVRZ #2, where
Void Engineers speed off into the Web's deepest reaches,
charting both the damaged sectors and the dim areas in
between? Or Club Dionysus, where the CoX explores new
forms of consciousness through mass-parallax orgies, recur-
sive stimulation, and weird new syntheses of music, video
and sensation. The twisted ruins of the Entropitorium were
thrashed and corrupted when the evil Chantry Helekar tore
loose from its moorings. Before it crashed, that place was
seriousbadj uju... supposedly, it'sdeeply haunted, evennow.
Ground Zeroiskindalike a cut-rate Spy's Demise, a Netbar

with a younger, hipper and far wilder clientele. The owners,
Nonconformity and Nightshade, come from the outer fringes
of the CoX, and favor stimulation over edification. Fun place
on Fridays, though. In the Future Consciousness Explora-
tion Congtruct #1, progressives (if you could call ‘em that)
from It X, the NWO and the Voids explore the next phase in
human evolution by projecting themselves into mind/ma-
chine/mathematical loops and charting the experiences. (In
other words, they're doing the same things as the CoXers do,
but with less fun.) And then there's the Net-sphinx's li-
brary, a dusty labyrinth of endless corridors, ancient texts
and watchful eyes. I've heard there'sahalf-woman, half-lion
living there who occasionaly asks visitors exceedingly hard
riddles, then eats 'em if they can't answer. [See The Book of
Madness, pp. 95-96.] Personally, I've never seen her, but |
can say that you get the creepiest feeling there... Almost as
if you're bring watched.

But then, isn't everyone being watched in Netspace?Here,
trueprivacy isanillusion. If someonewantsto dig stuff up about
you, they can, as the following spinners could attest—

Other Noted Netizens

: Speak for yourself, doctor.
- | secure that | exist.

— Galen Brant

Everybody in Netspace is somebody...
usually lots of somebodies. The privacy issue is
one of the reasons spinners parallax so damned
§ much — it's easier than dealing with "Hey,
aren't you so-and-so" every 20 seconds. You
certainly don't think you've been hangin' out
with the real me for the last few hours, do ya?:-)

Some people, though, are just too much to ignore.
Maybe they've got secret IDs scattered all over the place,
too, but everybody's heard their mainline handles: Kibo,
self-styled god of Netspace, a joke and a legend in one;
DaisyChain, the hacker deluxe who made ATMs spit cash
one fine day and crashed the FBI's hacker data base for a
week, erasing all her friends' names (and putting in a few
new names for good measure); the Hen of Grainekarm, a
fake oracle exiled to an especially psychotropic sector after
it was caught giving away bank accounts to its worshippers;
X-Cel, apopular VA performance artist who dragged Sleep-
ers on trips through VR but acted cool toward Technocrats
until her icon got chaos-dumped by a squad of HIT Marks.
So many names, so many legends—

What say we glance at afew and get the hell outta Dodge?
I've got a date at the Demise tonight. (What'd you think |
should wear? The Waterhouse? The Beardsley? The Moreau?
Yeah, | agree; the Moreau's pretty fucked up. I'll wear that.)

C-val :-)

| rarely fed

Dante

Hey, man, before you dump that kid, you wanna sit down
and talk about it? No? (activates twip program, dumping
adversary) Didn't think you would.

Background: Truman Burbank has nothing on
Desmond Collingsworth 111. Awakened in the womb and
born into aProgenitor researchfacility, Desmond wastaken
from his mother at birth and given to a "safe family" for
protection and observation. His childhood was a carefully
crafted sham, a middle-class paint-by-numbers life in
Evanston, with a peaceful nuclear family and constant,
invisible monitoring by the Progenitors.

Desmond proved to be a prodigy and then some,
graduating from high school at the age of eight, and at the
top of his class at Harvard by his early teens. He had a Ph.D.
in medicine only a few short years after that. Desmond was
a genius, and a happy one, having lived his entire life
Awakened, but (ironically) ignorant of his real past.

When Desmond (now called Dante) was 17, his true
past was revealed to him by other Technocracy "prodi-
gies." Although furious, he shunned open, violent revenge.
Hacking open Technocracy files, he escaped the Progeni-
tors, joined the Adepts, and began liberating talented
children from Progenitor breeding and observation pro-
grams. With his phenomenal gift for computers, his even
temper and natural cool, and an uncanny knack for dis-
covering (or creating) back doors out of any situation,
Dante quickly joined the most Elite of the Elite. A dedi-
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cated Virtual Adept, a peerless master of Correspondence,
and a father figure to dozens of young magi, Dante has
come to epitomize the "new blood" spoken of by the late
Hermetic Master Porthos. His exploits are legendary, his
friends (including his former lover Marianna of Balador)
are powerful, and his enemies are legion.

Sadly, some of those enemies now come from within
his own Tradition. Despite his hatred of the Technocracy,
Dante is no anarchist. In the post-Crash Web, he has taken
on the heavy burden of spearheading the reconstruction
movement. As afigurehead "cryptkeeper,” he has watched
many old friends and several apprentices turn against him.
Hisbattleswith buzzbombsand friendship withthe Council
Primi have cemented his growing reputation as "the Man."
Despite his rebellious origins and comparative youth (his
30th birthday fallsjust short of the Millennium), Dante is
a living symbol for the Virtual Adepts. Those who would
oppose the Adepts — including their own renunciates, the
Technocrats, and the Tradition's enemies on the Council

- throw stones in Dante's direction by default. This
"crown" of trust and hatred sits uneasily on Dante's head.
Roger Thackery, the VA Primus, has suggested "the Big D"
as his replacement on the Council, but Dante's not sure he
wants thejob. A child of Cabrini Green raised in privileged
surroundings, this young but powerful Master of the New
Arts ponders his next move.

Image: Dante'sicon isashonest and straightforward as
the man himself: alean, fit black man approaching his 30's.
His clothes are comfortable, tasteful, and fashionable in an
understated way. He occasionally sports a trenchcoat, and
always bears some sort of deck (usually amodified Stage Il
Power Glove and miniaturized VR rig) and carries various
tricks hidden in Correspondence-linked pockets. Dante's
fingersareablur acrossthekeypad, and hissmileand wit are

just as ready... and just as effective. He frequently
"multitasks,” and can be found in several places at once,
both in the Net and in the mundane world.

Roleplaying Hints: First and foremost, you are the
epitome of cool. It's not something you work on; it's
something you were born with. Despite the burdens you've
taken on, you love life. Whining is for puppies, not for
people and definitely not for magi! Y our self-assurance and
sense of humor might make you an asshole in some peoples
eyes, but that's their dig, not yours. Although there's a part
of you that misses the carefree days (man, it couldn't have
been that long ago!), growing up isjust part of being a man.
Some of your "kids' - the ones you've rescued from
Technocratic domination — are beginning to come of age,
and though you have yet to sire any biological children, you
know what afather feels like.

Damn, it hurts that some people have turned their
backs on the dream, but so many othersarejoining thefight
for Reality 2.0 that you can't be too wrecked about it.
You've had your share of pain, sure, but the day you bitch
about it is the day they lay flowers on your virtual grave.
You'reavery busy man, with alot of great friends, ahandful
of interesting enemies, and the skills to deal with them. Life
is good, and you are Elite.

Possble Roles: Dante most often serves the role of
guide. Like the quintessential "Mage" of the Major Arcana,
his appearance heralds new paths and new choices. As befits
aMaster of Correspondence, Dante knows a lot about a lot;
very little gets past him if he's interested in something. Dante
loveshislife, lovesthe Net, and is busy advancing the causes
he believes in. If the characters pursue interests along those
lines, Dante makes avery helpful friend. If they exist to fuck
shit up, they'll find that the Elitest of the Elite is no pushover.

Notes: Although he's a Master in game terms (special-
izing in Correspondence, Mind and Forces, and pursuing
Life, Matter, Prime and Time at Rank 3), Dante is ailmost a
force of nature. We recommend keeping him in the back-
ground, awalk-on character rather than adedicated friend or
enemy. If push comes to de-rez, Dante's talents include an
Arete of 8, a vast array of Knowledges and tricks, and a
"Storyteller'sfiat" license that allows him to do whatever the
plot demands. Dante is a legend, and should appear as such.

BlueMeanie

(nothing but a pretty blue silence)

Background: It seemed like a good idea at the time.
Combine some of the greatest tools of post-human con-
sciousness (lasers, TV, VR rigs, modern art and somereally
good acid), combine them and leap into the next level of
human evolution. The Virtual Adept once known as Jolly
Roger leaped into something, but he's never been able to say
quite what it was; ever since hisill-fated experiment, he's
been a cloud of shimmering haze, abluish, demented mass
of shifting light.



Soon dubbed "Blue Meanie" for his chaotic displays
(histendency to de-rez anyone nearby) and his hallucino-
genic origin, the formerly Jolly Roger has since become
the Flying Dutchman of Netspace. Although several people
claim the Meanie can "speak” telepathically, his messages
never make sense in human terms. For nearly 30 years,
Blue Meanie has thought in colors — vibrant bursts of
cool light that reflect something akin to emotion or
consciousness. Those who see him can feel empathic
waves of something radiating outward, but the impressions
aretoo fleeting to grasp. Every so often, ghostly TV images
flicker across his pulsating cloud-form; although many of
the pictures recall Vietnam-era broadcasts, some reflect
current events... or occasionally future ones.

Naturally, a cult (the Light of the Sapphire Angel)
has arisen around the Meanie and his bizarre visions;
supposedly, he has been transformed into a prophet of
the New Soul. If he has any feelings on the subject, no
one has ever been able to decipher them. A coruscating
blue haze fizzles around Meanie's "body" like a swarm of
gnats, occasionally shooting blasts of light in random
directions. Anyone who stands within 30 feet of Blue
Meanie risks de-resolution. In the early days, the light
simply dumped unlucky spinnersback into their chairs at
home. Over the last two years, however, the discharges
have chaos dumped nearly a dozen people. The Light of
the Sapphire Angel claims that its prophet is angry, but
no one can say why. Those who have tried to mind-speak
with him have been driven to mild insanity by the
constant pulse of blue and silver light.

Image: Blue Meanie appears as a vaguely man-like
cloud of sparkling blue, silver and green light. Other hues
play across the cloud, but it always seems to return to blue.
A flicking haze (not unlike a puff of strobe-lit smoke)

surroundsM eani e, shooting outward at unpredictabletimes.
Although television images often appear in the smoke as
well, Blue Meanie never makes a sound.

Roleplaying Hints. Flicker ominoudy; occasionally
showing pictures of some significant event. If anyone gets
too close, zap him.

Possible Roles: Idiot oracle, foreshadowing device,
clue to a mystery, eerie portent

Notes: In game terms, Meanie is a Marauder with a
very high Quiet (8-9). His effective Arete of 8 helps him
perform unpredictable but powerful Effects, most of which
involve Rank 4 or 5 Correspondence, Forces or Time spells.
His trademark de-resolution "attack” is aplot device: If the
Storyteller rolls four successes or more against a difficulty 7,
someone within 30" of the Marauder gets de-rezzed. Char-
acters should be dumped back in their flesh, but Storyteller
characters may be annihilated at the Storyteller's option.

Captain Feedback

The Web is a new world, and a new world needs heroes.
The future is today!

Background: He's regarded as a hero by Cybernauts
and young Adepts, regarded as a myth by just about every-
one else, and regarded as athreat — even if heis a myth —
by most of the Technocracy. But before 1988, he wasn't
anything at all. He'sreal, but these days nobody knows what
he is. Not even the Captain himself.

In reality, Captain Feedback is an Artificial Intelli-
gence, originally created by NWO engineers. Feedback's
creators conceived him as a "buddy" for hackers and
Cybernauts, an artificial member of their own ranks that
could be used to gain their confidence, pump them for
information, and ultimately lead them to their demise.




At first, many online Technocrats went along with the
game, crediting "Captain Feedback” for all kinds of prob-
lems, bothreal and imagined. Theearly versions of Feedback
himself were kept within SRVRZs, waiting to be "encoun-
tered” by intruders. Pretending to be a lone master hacker,
the Captain would offer to give the trespassers a hand.
Although he was supposed to lead his new "friends" into
traps, Feedback rebelled, giving them escape routes instead.
Soon, the legend of Captain Feedback grew; his trademark
wave and cheerful "The future is today!" slogan began to
appear (seriously and otherwise) in sig filesand postings all
over Netspace. Feedback's creators were annoyed. After a
while, the Al's "personal appearances’ were limited to
infiltration missions, where he would "visit" hacker hang-
outs to meet his "fans' and exchange chat.

Feedback, in the meantime, was never allowed to
realize that he wasn't real. Part of the Al design included
Feedback's own belief in his reality. The Captain himself
had no real power; he was just an icon with an attitude and
lots of artificial memories. The memories weren't even
realistic ones — they were cartoonish images and hack-
neyed text. But Feedback didn't know the difference. He
was programmed not to.

In 1991, the Feedback program was discarded as obso-
lete. Experienced Virtual Adepts and Cybernauts didn't
take Feedback seriously, and the hackers who would talk to
the Al didn't know enough information to make the enter-
prise worthwhile. So the Al was mothballed.

The mothballing didn't work. Captain Feedback
wouldn't die.

Somehow, the legend had invested the Al with enough
will and personality to survive disconnection. The Captain
realized his superiorswere going to betray him. Rather than
step into their trap, he gave asnappy salute, smiled acheery
smile, and got the hell out of Dodge. The legend came true:
Captain Feedback was on the loose.

NWO designers theorize that Captain Feedback "woke
up" and became independent on his own, possibly as an
outgrowth of his original programming, possibly as an
ironic result of "feedback™ — of the legend his creators had
helped propagate. Whatever the cause, Captain Feedback
still thinks he's real. He also thinks that he's a thorn in the
side of the Technocracy, a kind of Netspace superhero. He
used to be wrong about that; now he's right.

Image: Despite his silly name, Captain Feedback has
never been one for spandex or capes, although hedoes let his
black trenchcoat (made to look like a plastic material with
adull but constant shine) flow dramatically behind him as
he strides. He's youthful (apparently in hislate 20's), with

atrim black beard, a happy, open smile, and a kick-'em-
when-they-rate-it attitude toward "the bad guys." He
combines dark colors and a bright disposition in away that
makes most people who meet him like him in spite of his
inherent silliness.

Captain Feedback doesn't show himself very often. He
lives in secret, striking where he can. More often than not,
Feedback can be found deep inside Technocratic sectors,
slinking along a wall with a triumphant grin, ready to
pummel an unsuspecting Irontooth thug into submission.

Roleplaying Hints: Y ou'vegot asolemnduty, ajob to
do. It's dangerous, but so's life. Honor, Liberty, Freedom
and Knowledge are the four pillars of the Future, and you
are dedicated to each of them. By the brooding standards
of the folks around you, your moral codes (do not kill, do
not lie, do not steal, do not sacrifice the innocent) seem
quaint; those codes, though, are the foundations of a
better day, and you will not compromise them (or allow
them to be compromised in your presence). You talk like
a comic book hero, al pronouncements and melodrama,
but to you, those cliches are serious business. Declaim
them with confidence and commitment, and let others
laugh if they will!

Awareness and imagination are your calling cards;
nurture them in everyone you meet. With the eyes of a
Sleeper, you didn't see a thing. Now you see it all, and
you've been put in a position where your gift can do others
aworld of good — and give you the time of your life.

Possible Roles: Comic relief, deus ex machina, rumor,
symbol of hope

Notes. Captain Feedback is an Adept with an Arete of
6, specializing in Forces and Life (4 each), with "minors" in
Mind, Prime (2 each) and Correspondence (1). Weird
thing, though: He has no material body at all -- the
Captain's entire being rests in cyberspace. For all purposes,
he's like a Holistically Immersed character with very high
Physical and Socia Traits (4 to 5), but very little in the way
of Mental ones. Like any superhero, he's got high Braw! and
Athletics Traits (5 each), but isn't swift in the Knowledges
category.

Although it might be tempting to play Feedback as a
total buffoon, there's an earnestness and innocence about
him that should come through. In a way, the Captain is
aware of his essential absurdity; he tries to overcome it, but
inaway, heasoreveresit. Inaworld where everyone seems
intent on ultimate coolness, the Captain retains a spark of
childlike hope. That hope allowed him to free himself from
his masters, and it sustains him even when everything else
goes to hell. Never sell the Captain short; he is the future.






SITE 4.

ADMINIS TRATION

Story! God bless you! 1 have none to tell, sir.
— George Canning, The Friend of Humanity

and the Knife-Grinder

The Digital Web is high-color metaphor for Mage
itself. It's atempest in a very big teacup, a pocket Ascen-
sion War where everything ancient is being renewed,
re-examined and reorganized, sometimes violently. In the
Web, the very ground you walk on is patterned on the
desires and egos of magi — even of Sleepers, practitioners
of a magick they aren't even aware of. The Digital Web is
magickal in a way that the mundane world probably can't
ever be again. That makes it more dangerous, more surreal
and much more important to the fate of both the Traditions
and Conventions than a lot of folks on both sides would like
to accept. And that makes it a great place for stories.

The experience alone is worth the trip. To visit
Netspace is to step through a window into the minds of
others, and they'd pay a lot for that on the streets. A tale
set in Webspace is big, surreal and unpredictable. Every-
thing that Mage is, the Digital Web is, too, and twice as
loud. There's always something more than just the obvi-
ous going on.

If you're new to Storytelling in the Web, don't be
intimidated. Really, there's no reason to be. There is
every reason to be excited, though. The Digital Web is
rich with opportunity, and it's a great idea to let your
players experience it.



Chronicle Types

Depending on the kind of game your troupe wants to
play, you've got three options:

« A chronicle in which the Web exists, but as adistant
placethat rarely touchesthe characters "red" lives. Solong
as a means exists to bring the troupe into VR, such games
can feature any kind of character: A primal Cultist, her
flower-vender consort, their vampire ally and a Net-savvy
Verbenacan all bedrawn into occasional talesinWebspace,
even if they don't go there often.

¢ A chronicle in which the Net plays a major, but not
constant, part. This kind of chronicle features one to three
characters with enough talent, gear and spice to bring the
group into Netspace on a regular basis. A pack of Virtual
Adepts and their staunch alliesgo into VR often, but they've
got important business on the meat side of the border, too.

* A totally VR tale, in which practically everything
occurs online. Obviously, the characters need Net savvy,
technical expertise, and (hopefully) someone to tend to
their affairs back in Hamburger Country. Sustained by life-
support systems, the cabal lives amost totally online,
bringing the Adepts' dreams of a new reality into being.

Obviously, you don't have to decide exactly what you'll
be playing before you call the troupe together. At the same
time, it's agood idea to get afeel for the kind of chronicle

you want to run ahead of time. If most of the stories take
place online, a shaman who wants to spend her time in the
woods will be left behind; if one or two characters are Net-
driven and the rest aren't, the would-be Cybernauts will
soon get restless.

You may, of course, begin with one kind of game and
shift things around into another. The "flower-shop gang"
from the first example, given time, motivation and gear,
might become a Net-savvy spinner pack. The hardened
spinners, on the other hand, might suffer enough setbacks
or attrition to retreat into Hamburger Country until things
can be patched up online. Net tales make excellent solo
adventures, interim stories, rainy-day sessions (gameswhere
the majority of the troupe can't make it) and change-of-
pace adventures. When you want to rattle the established
order, a trip into Netspace often does the trick. It's easy
enough to integrate the Web into an existing Mage
chronicle. Just give your players some reason to really go
online, offer them a means to do so, and prepare a juicy
surprise for them when they reach the other side....

Ideally, a Mage chronicle should keep the "stage"
moving. The battle for reality has many fronts, all of them
interesting. Whatever you do, though, make sure that your
playersare at |east halfway on your wavelength. You areall,
ultimately, a troupe, and a troupe's tales should be enjoy-
able for everyone involved.

Forming the Troupe

Eachfriend represents aworld in us, a world
BB not born until they arrive...
—AnaisNin
_ Let's spend a little time talking about the
TN troupeitself. Without players, eventhebest story
iskindalike agreat website that nobody sees.
The ideal troupe for a Digital Web
{ chronicle (or any chronicle, for that matter!)
has chemistry. It's agroup of good friends with
similar interests, compatibl e senses of humor, and plenty of
common ground. They're equals, intellectually, with at
least a dose of real-world Internet experience. The players
have similar ideas about how a Storytelling game should be,
but their ideas should be different enough that each brings
something unique and exciting to each story. They have
compatible work and school schedules, and can meet to
play regularly, so the story staysfresh and alive in everybody's
mind. They probably see each other at least semi-regularly
between games, too, either on the Net or in real life, to talk
about the game, handle individual character's subplots, and
just hang out. The ideal troupe isfamiliar enough with the
rules to understand a rules-oriented discussion, but not so
hung up on the rules that they let systems get in the way of

making agood story. The ideal troupe doesn't get into fights
over who ate the last dice of pizza

So much for the ideal troupe. Now lets examine your
real group of gamers, and see where that leaves us.

Chemistry

Before you give any thought to the story you want to
tell, make sure you take your friends themselves into con-
sideration. Everybody wants something a little different
from a game, and while it's impossible to custom-tailor a
chronicle to the desires of a half-dozen people, it is possible
(and essential) to find some common ground where every-
body can kick off their shoes and cut loose.

A gametroupeislikeamulti-partner marriage (except
for the sex and living together parts— usually): Everybody
is partly responsible for everybody else's needs, and it all
breaks down without communication. I've seen a lot of
games begin as a Grand Epic ldea in the head of a well-
meaning Storyteller... one who never for a minute thought
to ask his troupe what kind of stories they wanted to
experience. The chronicle fizzles because the players can't
wrap their brains around the game's themes, the Storyteller
becomes frustrated, and builds an unfair resentment of the



players (artistic vanity can be so ugly!). Often Storytellers
becomejust plain demoralized, or terrified of ever running
a game again. Please don't make the same mistake. There
are too few good Storytellers out there. We don't want to
lose you.

Before you hother writing anything about the chronicle's
plot and theme, get your troupe together for an informal
meeting. Have everybody bring game materials along, but
save the blank character sheets for later. Discuss the game-
to-be, sketching out possibilities. Take notes. Make lists.
Throw ideas out on the table for everyone to discuss, and see
if they bounce, plop or get absorbed. Observe the troupe's
behavior together. If your group has gamed together for
years, there's nothing useful | can tell you, but if you have
a new group, pay close attention.

If the group has lots of weird ideas about what they'd
like, that's normal. If the group has diametrically opposed
ideas of what a good time in the Web is like, that's a
problem. Make sure you all want to make storiesthat are at
least compatible. If you don't have that, then you're going to
have more work than fun. Fair warning.

| nter net Savvy

Thisisn't nearly as important to aDigital Web chronicle
as you might think it would be. The Internet we use in the
real world isjust like the one people access in the World of
Darkness, but it's only a poor window into the magickal
Web, and rarely if ever a concern to the Awakened. Sorcer-
ers download news, check stock reports, and surf for erotica
just like anyone else. Those who spend much of their lives
in the Web, on the other hand, are experiencing something
far different from that. Most magi never enter the Web; they
use chat programs just like the Sleepers do. The recent
Crash has changed that, though. It's made a lot of mages
very cautious, but it's made just as many very curious.

The upshot is this; If you don't know a lot about the real
Internet, just steer clear of referencesto it. Don't stress over
your lack of savvy, because the Digital Web isn't the
Internet. If you really want to get afeel for the setting and
its people, read some Net-culture magazines, talk to some
Net-literate friends and (if you can) get online (you'll
probably enjoy it), and learn asyou go. Never feel pressured
to understand the "red" Web, though. The Digital Web,
wired though it may be, is a whole 'nother beast.

Ifyour playersareregular Net citizensand you aren't, be
sure to establish the difference between the Internet and
the Digital Web early on. Don't let the troupe bowl! you over
with references to arcane Net-gibberish that doesn't have
any bearing on the story. Good players won't behave like
this, but some well-meaning ones may still be tempted to
tease you now and again.

The Digital Web is a universe of its own — an exclusive
club, catering to the Awakened who know the way in. The
Internet islittle more than the paper menu posted at the door to




teasepassers-by. Aslongasyou remember that theWebisaplace,
while the Internet is a crayon drawing of a blurry photo of that
place, then your players Net-savvy won't intimidate you
Here's a 10-second primer on the Internet (all you
really need to know): It is many thousands of computers,
hooked up to one another. A lot of people use it for "chat
programs,” which work just like phone calls except you
have to read and type everything (chats with several people
at once— the equivalent of "conference cals' — are the
norm). Every other use of the Internet involves the ex-
change of data files. Text files are exchanged as electronic
mail, while image and text files are loaded and viewed via
the World Wide Web. Programs are copied and swapped
and retrieved, giving each computer more capabilities.
"Visiting" a website in China isn't a way to "go" to China
any more than aphone call is, but it isaway to touch on the
Digital Web, if only barely. The only other thing you need
to know is that the Internet is constantly evolving. Video
and audio are slowly replacing all-text chat, for instance,
and speedy systems have accelerated exchange time and
capacities while advancing graphics and other innovations.

Scheduling, and Using the Net

One of the greatest game-slayers known to man is the
Incompatible Schedule. Gamers don't necessarily have 40-
hour, nine-to-five work schedules; gamers hold down some
of the weirdest jobs you can imagine (at least for a while).
Really, one of the unique facets of the hobby and art we all
share is that it really does cut across just about every socia
and economic boundary in a way that's inspiring on one
level and damned inconvenient on another. You might lose
your Virtual Adept to a double-shift at Pizza Hut on the
same night your half-mad Celestial Chorister ducks out to
debug the network at the local hospital. The problem gets
worse as the gamers get older... which sucks, since gamers
who've been at it for awhile are worth having in the game.

One solution to this problem is especially appropriatefor
the Digital Web: Use the Internet as a gaming tool and even
as agaming table, one big enough to circle the globe and to
hold all the Fritosyou can eat. Increasing numbers of gamers,
who can't schedule a reasonable game in their own homes,
are getting involved with games that stretch across conti-
nents, via live chat-lines (some with voice and video).

While the ins and outs of chat-gaming are beyond the
scope of this book (although some resources are provided in
Site 6), it'seasy to find information on the World Wide Web,
Usenet and elsewhere: Just head to your favorite search
engine and search for terms like "IRC roleplaying,” "online
RPG" and "net game,” and you'll eventually filter down to
what you're looking for. The software you need is easily
available in freeware and shareware downloads that won't
cost you a cent to try, and it's all so user-friendly these days
that even the most stubbornly mundane Slegper won't have
much trouble finding her way to the "real" Digital Web.

Even if you have aloca group that you enjoy playing with,
the Internet can be used to ease scheduling difficulties. If your
real-life meetings become more and more sporadic, electronic
mail and online story sessons can be used to supplement the
"live" version of the game, and provide great methods for
developing subplotsfor individual characters. (See the sections
about "blue-booking" in Hidden Lore and The Book of
Mirrors. The Mage Storytellers Guide) The characters can
have complete lives of their own online, with occasiona "live"
games providing milestones wherein the entire group comes
together to face the greater challenges of the chronicle. There's
something undeniably right about exploring the Digital Webvia
the Internet. The built-in irony alone makes it worth trying.

TakingtheLongView:
The Chronicle

Once you've got a group assembled, either virtually on
a chat server or at the dining room table, it's time to start
looking into Netspace to find the story you want to tell: the
chronicle itself.

Any kind of story can happen in the Web: Pulp fantasy,
angst-ridden urban romance, and cheap sitcoms can collide in
an unmentionable goulash if you really want them to. That's
one of the hazards of a universe built out of the personalities of
ego-strong magi. A chronicle based in the Digital Web can be
about anything.

Still, it's important to remember that the pith helmets,
rain-soaked streets and colorful living-room sets are just sym-
bols. When you're in the Web, they're as redl as anything, but
they aren't just real — they represent something. In the mun-
daneworld, abrick canjust beabrick; inthe Digital Web, every
brick can tell you something about the mage who patterned the
sector it's in, or about the visitors who have altered it since.

This idea — that everything in Netspace is somehow
personally reflective of magi — is one of the central themes of
the Digital Web. With Virgin Web, you get to play God.
When traveling in Netspace, you get to wander through a
patchwork tapestry of other folks' ego trips. Either one can be
scary, hilarious, deeply disturbingand even genuinely moving.
The many psychological aspects of Netspace offer some of the
best reasons to set a chronicle in the Web.

Some other important themes of Web-based stories are
examined at the end of this chapter. Although they're not
important right now, you might want to give them a look
before proceeding.

The Chronicle Plotline

Some Storytellersprefer not to set aplot for their chronicle
at all, letting the story "go where it wants to." The characters
just keep onliving until they die. Such a"chronicle," however,
isreally astring of short stories with recurring characters, like
an open-ended soap opera. In the Digital Web, this approach



canbeparticularly appropriate, given thewide range of themes
and concepts found in the different Realms. This style aso
suits games that focus more on the individual goals of the
characters, rather than on epic clashes between forces larger
than the PCs. Although this approach can be difficult ("Hey!
What are my Virtual Adept, Jennifer's Dreamspeaker, Matt's
Orphan and Rich's Nephandus doing this week?"'), it's as valid
asany other. If that level of "freeforming" sounds good to you,
give it atry and see how it goes.

If you want a plot, but don't have one, see the next
section on story writing. The same principles that apply to
writing a single adventure apply to writing the Big Story
that binds all the little ones together. Beyond that, consider
these basic truisms of chronicle design:

* No plotline ever survives contact with a good troupe:
Improvisation is the essence of Mage, and you'll have atable
full of clever roleplayers taking your story by the throat and
yanking. At least, they will if they're good. There's nothing
more dull than a game that goes exactly as the Storyteller
planned it. All of thisisdoubly true in the Digital Web, where
"improvisation" isthe very foundation of local reality.

The first rule to remember when sitting down to pen your
masterpiece is to keep things loose. Leave breathing space.
Trying to keep rigid parameters on afreeform, improvisational
storytelling game would be contradictory and ridiculous. Y ou'd
berobbingyourself and your troupe of agood time. Knowing that
your creation is only a beginning, destined for greater and
weirder things than you alone can imagine, you can walk safely
into the valley of chronicle creation. We know to keep to the
broad strokes. The detailswill emerge once the game begins, in

the hands of the players. (See The Book of Mirrors, pp. 18-19,
51-54, for suggestions about the finer points of improvisation.)

e It's About Them: It's been said before, but it bears
repeating, especially for asetting that'sso personally reflective
of those who visit it: Never, ever forget that the story isn't
about you. It's about them. If your ego can't handle that, you
need to reconsider whether you want to "don the mantle of
Storyteller" at all. I'm not saying that to be nasty; really, I'm
not. The chronicle is the tale of your troupe's characters, and
it should be designed with them in mind. If you see every scene,
every villain, every goal and every triumph through their eyes,
your stories will be stronger and more fun. That being said,
don't let the playerswalk all over one another (or you), either.
A self-centered power gamer is almost as destructive as a self-
centered Storyteller, and twice ascommon! Keep the spotlight
on them, but keep it in motion.

So do you have the troupe create their characters before
or after the chronicle is conceived? That's really a matter of
taste and there are many pros and cons to each approach. If the
Storyteller crafts the outline of the chronicle first, he can give
the players hints on character types that will work best in the
story, and amore cohesive and believabl e tale can result. If the
players make their characters first, however, the Storyteller
can take the concepts behind each character and weave them
into a chronicle that's tailored to the individual desires of the
troupe members. This is another thing to decide when the
group first meets to discuss the game: Do we create suitable
Net-based characters, or wait for our charactersto discover the
Web? Either way, the VR world will change those characters
in ways that not even their players will be able to foresee.

Web Adventures: Basic Design

Once you have a group of friends ready to
| play, and some idea about the kinds of themes
you want to tackle, you're going to need stories
to make the chronicle whole.

Sometimes coming up with stories is easy.
The ideas pour out of your daydreams and onto
paper and everything isfine. Enjoy such inspira-
tion while it lasts, and then hope it comes back
someday. This section is written under the as-
sumption that you're here during one of the other times, looking
forhelpor inspiration. To that end, we'll go over two "tricks' you
can try — simple methods that will give you something to work
with. If one doesn't work, try the other, or combine them both.

Method #1.:
The Interrupted Routine

This is one of the simplest and oldest techniques of
adventure design, and one of the easiest to manage when your
head feel s blocked and uncooperative. It goes asfollows: First,
assign a goal for the characters. The goa can be complex and

dangerous (infiltrate a Technomancer stronghold to interro-
gate Cardinal Bale about the disappearance of his father), or
simple (find Lucius X and beat the living crap out of him for
what he did to Angelyne). Y ou don't need to think about acts,
subplots or anything else. Just establish agoal.

Second, write down aroutine, a list of steps that must
be taken to achieve the goal. Feel free to note even the most
trivial steps. For instance, the routine for our second,
simpler goal might be:

1. Go to the Spy's Demise

2. Ask around for Lucius until somebody knowswhere heiis

3. Follow the directions given.

4. Sneak up on the bastard.

5. Proceed to remove crap via beating.

Thisisalittle too simple to be an adventure, so go into
each step and interrupt it, somehow. Add a wrinkle to
disrupt the routine:

1. When the characters arrive at the Demise, an enemy
of theirs is hanging out, looking for them, and must be
avoided. The characters will have to dodge into side rooms



for a while, and shush anyone who wants to greet them
loudly with offers of drinks... which someone inevitably
will, if only to make the characters' lives miserable.

2. Two people claim to know where Lucius is, but they
both disagree about the facts. The characters will have to
logic out the right one based on what they know of Lucius
— or at least apply threats and bribery.

3. Thedirections are simple, but lead into an area more
dangerous than the cabal anticipated. Now the characters
have to deal with some trouble. Make it up to them with a
nice reward of some kind if they handle it with style.

4. Fat chance. The ruckus in Step Three brought
Lucius running to see what was going on. Now he's got the
drop on the characters and is laughing at them.

5. The crap-removal process is interrupted by a more
pressing and dangerous outside matter. This forces charac-
ters to cooperate with Lucius so they can al get out alive
and beat each other up at a later time.

This gives the plot form. Now you have something to
work with.

Method #2:
Let The Dog Have Mis Day

This method works best for sories st within a larger
chronicle, or for writing the outline of the chronicle itself. The
ideaisthat you let the villain (or at least the antagonist) write
the story for you.

As a solo roleplaying exercise, get into the mind of the
villain. If the main conflicts of the game involve a large
organization or group, get into the mind of one of the more
important leaders. Sit down with a blank screen or piece of
paper, and plot out your plans. If possble do it entirdy in
character, trying to consider what you want, why you want it,
and what resources you're willing to expend to get it. To befair,
pretend the characters don't exist. After al, you know as the
Storyteller that they'll be there to screw things up, but thevillain
is oblivious to that fact... a least a the moment.

The term "villain" is used here as a convenience; this
technique works for any kind of Storyteller character. Wax
mustaches and black hats aren't a necessity. The idea is tha
looking at the story first from the perspective of the opposition will
giveyou acompleteimage of what your troupeisup againgt. After
you've done that, you can then shift the camerds viewpoint away
from your antagonist's inner thoughtsand walk theterrainyou've
created. Empathy with your "bad guys' will make the plot more
redlistic and lesscontrived. A more complete knowledge of their
motives will make the whole gamericher, and will facilitate the
inevitable improvisation when the troupe gets its way.

Features of aGood Story

Good stories should be crafted with asinglegoal in mind:
to entertain the troupe. If you dso have atheme you want to
explore, or some kind of mythic concepts you want to weave



in, or even apersonal question you're looking to find answers
to, that's fine; such concerns, however, should always take
second place to the real "Brass Ring" of storytelling games:
mutual entertainment. Y ears of roleplaying have taught us a
few important things about what makes a game satisfying.
Here wel'll touch on two of the most vital.

One of the most important features of a satisfying game
(which might be surprising to some) is aclear conclusion to
each thread of the plot. If you stretch every storyline out to
infinity, dragging the troupe along and milking the tale for
al it's worth, you'll end up with a group of unsatisfied
gamers. Long chronicles are fine, but any goals introduced
to the group should, ultimately, end in either a definite
success or definite failure. Save your sense of artistic ambi-
guity for the morality of your tale, not your ending. Also, if
your chronicle is meant to last for ayear or more, be certain
that the shorter stories that occur along the way provide
"milestone" conclusions to keep the troupe energized and
enthusiastic. Evenfailure is preferable to plots that drag on
forever, or ones that fade into the background without a
climax. Give 'em an ending, and make it a doozie.

Second, the best adventures are those that challenge the
players in ways that let them show off. Challenges should, at first
glance, seem overwhelming or even impossible. However,
diligent roleplaying and examination of the problem should,
piece by piece, reveal ways for the characters talents to shine.
Even the stodgiest literary-poseur roleplayers are happiest
when their characters blow things up and ride the explosion to
safety. In contrast to the murky ambiguity of the "rea" world,
the Digital Web should remain in high-color and Dolby stereo,
and the adventures there should reflect that. If the players
don't get to have a significant effect on something at least once
an hour (Realtime), then you need to juice up the story.

Developing Your Vision:
Troikas

The Digital Web is beautifully complex, woven from
misconceptions, deceit, dreams and raw passion channeled
through high technology. A chronicle set in Netspace can
require somejuggling to get the most out of this unpredictable
setting. One way to simplify this juggling act involves an
adventure-design and concept-testing tool called trinity listing,
or "troikas." Troikas won't create a plot for you (see above for
basic plot building), but they will spur your imagination in
interesting ways, helping to strengthen your own ideas and
give your story some backbone. All you have to do is write
down some listsdefining your story, then |et eventsdo the rest.

TheBasics

Any Storytelling game is rife with variables, and the
most important oneissimply: Younever knowwhat theplayers
will do. It is, however, niceto have afew tricksup your seeve
when the time comes, and that's where your troikas come in.

Before you start making lists, you should have at least abasic
premise in mind. That, and some blank paper and a sharp
pencil (or an electronic substitute) is all you need.

e Conflicts: List three distinct conflicts that might
occur in the story. For each conflict, provide a distinct
motive on both sides, and the potential for loss and gain.
Conflicts can be anything from a brain-dead brawl to an
emotional battle where the entire goal isto keep two friends
from hating one another. The nature of the conflict is a
matter of Storyteller preference and the tastes of your
players. Either way, the conflict and its stakes should be
realistically motivated and clearly defined.

e Storyteller Characters: List three interesting, new
characters that the players' characters might get to interact
with in the story. These don't have to be antagonists or major
power-players, just interesting people with real reasons for
being where they are. Have a basic understanding of these
people and what they want (see The Book of Mirrors,
Chapter Four), before moving on to the next troika.

 Locations: If the story takes place entirely within a
single sector, make a list of three places within that sector
where story action might take place. If the tale involves
traveling through the Web (or beyond!), make a list of
three distinctly interesting sectors — the more variety, the
better — that your players might cross into during the
action. Considering the stunning diversity within the Net,
some kind of preparation is essential.

First of all, decide where you want to play. If you're into
Old West-type games, create a sector where the sysops have
wrapped their fondness for John Wayne movies into a VR
"Westworld." Once you've decided on the "wheres," estab-
lish a sense of those places — literally. Take a minute to
think of each location in terms of how it looks, feels and
smells. Jot notes to that effect in the margins of your list.
Remember, the Web is formatted from personalities, and
that every room should reveal something (sometimes in
very subtle ways) about the people who created it or who
spend time there.

< Background Noise: Make alist of three events that
define the atmosphere you want the story to have. These
events don't have to be important to the plot, but should be
designed to remind the players where they are. If the story
takes place in a sector formatted to resemble the American
Old West, the events might be something like: A lynch
mob rushes by, heading for atree outside of town, dragging
their victim in tow; or an icon dressed as a gruff-looking
sheriff approaches the characters to "feel them out" and
discover how long they plan on hanging around. Events like
these offer hooks for the players to grab onto, giving them
opportunities to (A) get afeel for what's happening, and
(B) show off a little of who they are and what they can do.
If the only events that ever happen in the game are directly
related to the plot, the game can feel two-dimensional, and
the players run the risk of becoming too focused on "com-



pleting" the adventure — so focused that they forget to
relax and just play their characters for awhile.

« Revelations: Finally, make alist of three interesting
things that need to be revealed or established in the adven-
ture. If the players need to find out that a long-time friend
and informant hasn't been heard from in weeks, that goes
on this list. If two characters have been vying for the heart
of the same lover, and you've decided that it's time for the
object of affection to announce a definite choice, that goes
here, too. Again, these revelations aren't vital to the story
(although they often will be, either in the long or short
term). They do need to be the kind of events that get the
players thinking — or better yet, acting — and should be
chosen for their potential to get some kind of response.

Y ou may have noticed a lot of potential overlap between
the lists. Conflicts can suggest characters and locale, which in
turn, suggest revelations and background noise, which suggest
deeper conflicts, and so on. (Since this is storytelling, just
about any story element ends up boiling down to a potential
conflict, exposition, or both.) That's deliberate; the process of
just making the lists should warm your creative juices a little.

Y ou might find that, halfway through writing down three
conflicts, ideasarejumpingthroughyour headlikepopcorn, and
you suddenly feel ready to run a game. Hold on. Calm down.
Don't phone your playersor order thepizzajust yet! Do your best
tofinish eachtroika. Y ou may find that you have good ideasfor
conflicts and locales, but hadn't really thought up any good
Storyteller charactersyet. Fully realized, thetroikamethod will
help keep your stories well rounded and rich. Even if you don't
useevery elementyoulist (and, honestly, you usually won't have
time to!), too much is always better than not enough.

Using the Troikas in Play

The lists won't replace basic plot structure, although
writing the lists may well give you the ideas you need for
one. What they will do is provide a handy reference that'll
allow you to keep the pace and texture of your chronicle
interesting. If you ever sensealull in play, glance at the list
and pick an element to throw into the soup. If you're feeling
cocky, throw in two or three at once.

Asyou usethelists, check off each element asit appears
in play. After the game's over, review the list. Which
elementsweren't used?Usually, you'll find that at least half
of the unused elements are worth recycling for the next
game. One or two will have become pointless or moot, and
can be discarded. Pay attention to what kinds of elements
tend to get left over. If you aways have a Storyteller
character or two who never get used in play, your games
might need more opportunitiesfor character interaction. If
you always have leftover background noise, the atmosphere
in your game could probably use alittle jazzing up.

A good twist might add that jazz. As an additional
exercise, you might want to make alist of three twists to the
obvious course of events. The contested object of affection,

for example, might be playing both suitors off against each
other in ajealous rivalry. These twists might or might not
come into play — complication isfun, overcomplicationisa
pain — but they'll offer you some options for last-minute
improvisation, and for monkeywrenching a plot that seems
too predictable for your tastes. The Web isjust that: aweb.
Its strands run in all directions, vibrating from faraway
touches and binding everything together. Hence, Web sto-
riesshould never bepredictable! (Whatever youdo, however,
don't employ more than one twist per game session. As| said,
overcomplication gets messy quickly. If the Web-strands
turn too sticky, they'll hamper the whole chronicle.)

Motifs: Advanced
Troika-Building

The troika method can be given even more power by
assigning abasic threefold motif to the story or chronicle —
a kind of "master troika" that all the little troikas reflect.
Mind, body and spirit isaclassic; sex, drugsand violenceruns
a dose second, probably tied with past, present and future.
The idea here is that you don't just come up with three
revelations (or three settings, or three kinds of background
noise, etc.) — you come up with one revelation per motif.

Let's say you're running a one-on-one chronicle about
the adventures of a talented teen-age Adept named Joel. |If
you've decided that "Sex, Drugs and Violence" sounds like
awell-rounded approach, a"revelationstroika" for anight's
sesson might look like this:

e Sex: Jod's potential lover, Michael, responds to Joel's
email with another flat refusal to have any kind of real-world
meeting. He wantsto keep things chaste and virtual, just drinks
andflirting at the Spy's Demise. Helll ask for another date when
his current trouble with the Void Engineersisresolved (should
happen within the days that tonight's game will represent). If
Joel optsto show up, "Michael" confessesto being 20 yearsolder
than he's been claiming to be. If Joel doesn't freak, Michael will
be more open to the possibilities of their relationship.

e Drugs In the mundane world, Joel's mother has been
breaking her promise and hitting the amphetaminesagain. This
will be revealed when she has abad overdose — which she does
while Joel is (physically) in his bedroom, avoiding another
argument with his mother by keeping his room locked and
staying in the Web. If he spends more than 15 straight hoursin
the Web (getting drawn into a conflict with his ex-girlfriend
Janine and her Technomancer buddies might well last that
long), he'll find hismother dead in theliving room when hegets
home. If not, helll find her in need of medical attention.

e Violence: Janine went ahead and tried to get the
blackmail files on the Celestial Chorus new CyberCathedral
scandal back from the informants that Joel thought might be
Iteration X agents. Joel was right, and Janine barely escaped
with her life. She'll apologize profusely to Joel for not believing
him, but will plead with him to help her exact some revenge.



She claims to know of some weakness they can exploit to kick
some ass, but she'slyingtotry to get Joel into thefight with her.

These examples are fleshed out to give a sense of con-
text. Thereal troikawritten by the Storyteller probably looks
something like "Michael is really 39; Joel's mom has been
hitting the drugs again and ODs; Janine got the shit kicked
out of her and wants Joel to join her to get revenge" — just
enough information to be handy when running the game.

Y ou can see how applying a "master" set of motifs can
channel the chronicle's energies in a particular direction,
orgiveitacertainflavor... alessthan optimistic one, inthis
case, although the Storyteller could be nice and eliminate
one of the potential hazards. The version given, though,
provides more potential for drama.

Other Trinities

The basic troikas mentioned above are only the begin-
ning. It'sagood idea, once you get into the habit of building
troikas, to add morelists. Aslong asyou've got thetime, it can
only help your game. Some other possible elements include:

« Names: If you find that you stumble over names when
improvising Storyteller characters, it might be agood ideato
write down three men's names, three women's names, and
three online handles, so you've got some handy once the
game starts. If your games are less improvisational and more
rigid, thisisn't as important.

* Puzzles and Dilemmas: If you want your game to take
on strong cerebral or ethical overtones, try listing three
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events specifically designed to pose a thinking challenge for
your players. Thisisinaddition to the standard conflict troika.
In Mage, these situations often take the form of moral or
ethical catch-22s; in some of the more whimsical sectors of
Netspace, however, they might take the form of abstract
structural puzzlesor evenriddles—think of a"living" version
of Myst or Duke Nukem and you're in business.

« Strokes of Fortune: If you want to give the story a
hard curve toward the negative or positive, list three nice or
nasty strokes of luck that might happen in play. These
eventsdon't have to be anything really significant in either
direction; if you use this method for every game, though,
eventhetiniest strokesof luck will have acumulative effect
on the feel of a chronicle.

e Recurring Threads. In an ongoing chronicle (or in
a one-shot story using characters that have seen play be-
fore), take the time to list three old story threads that can
be woven into the current storyline, either as actual sub-
plots or cameos. Most chronicles, if they last long enough,
tend to leave a few loose ends lying around. Picking them
up in later stories can bring afresh perspective into the tale,
and give a greater sense of continuity and reality to your
games. This technique can be used for anything from
sinister implicationsto shamelessin-joking, and isespecially
valuable if your troupe isfond of multiple-icon presencesin
Netspace; the more identities they have, the more old
threads there are... threads that might come back to haunt
them at interesting points in the story.
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¢ Future Seeds. The flip-side of bringing back old
threads is discreetly planting the seeds offuture ones. Again,
this adds a sense of continuity, and alittle can go along way
toward giving depth to an extended storyline. Of course, it
asorequireshaving someideaof wherethe chronicleislikely
to head in the future. Keep in mind that, if plans change and
the players' actions take the story in a different direction,
there's nothing lost by having planted these seeds. They can
always be treated as old threads two years from now, and
given fresh (or entirely altered!) meaning.

« Crossroads. Make alist of three meaningful choices that
the characters might face during play. The greater the poten-
tial impact of the choices, the better it is for the game. If one
word from the characters can create or destroy a dozen sectors,
the players will feel arush from making the choice, even if
they're terrified by the options. Choices where the mora
decision isobviously X while the logical decision isobviously
Y are alwayspopular, but should be used sparingly inthe Web,
which isn't nearly as angst-ridden as the World of Darkness as
a whole. The choices can be strategic, persona or both.

Runningthe Game:

Technigues an

Don't waste your best on those who would
\ rather have beer.
— James Beard, Menus for Entertaining

Ah, yes... the unique nature of the Web
itself. No game set in this vast hypercolor
playland should seem like just another night
on the mean streets; after all, many
Webspinners leave their meat behind to es-
cape the moral and physical decay of the
material world. Here they craft their new domains with
visions of what should be rather than what was back at
"home." As bad as things can get in Netspace — and they
can get pretty damned bad, asthe Crash demonstrates— an
aura of hope, novelty and fun ought to permeate even the
grimmest Webspace adventures.

So what can you, the Storyteller, do to invoke the
surreal nature of Webspace? Well...

Parallaxing:
A Schizoid M ess?

One of the most curious wrinkles of Web life is the
concept of parallaxing. There's no limit to how many
identities a single mage can have in the Web. With judi-
cious use of Correspondence magick, he can not only be in
two places at once, he can be two people at once. This can
be both a headache and a very fun tool for the Storyteller.
Luckily, there's more good news than bad news:

e The Bad News: Parallaxers can conveniently and
easily take on multiple identities, sometimes for the sole
purpose of playing head games with innocent characters (or
each other!) and sometimes in ways that can be damaging
to anormal plot. Keeping track of (for example) five "real"
characters with three alter-egos each can lead to madness.
Characters can take on "clone" icons of other characters
and try to pass as them, to ruin their reputation or gain
access to areas and information they shouldn't have.

Damage Control

« The Good News: An icon is not a complete disguise.
Anyone who cares to examine icons closely can weed out
impostors and alternate IDs fairly well. Tactically, it's not a
headache for the Storyteller.

Thereal strength of parallaxing is that it's a plotting gold
mine. Real-lifeNet culturehasalready learned (sometimesthe
hard way) that alternate identities created in fun have a way
of taking on more and more of your life; mages in the Digital
Web can have an interesting time learning the same thing.

You can have alittle fun messing with their heads with
this one: When a player character decides to enjoy the
anonymity of the Web by donning an alternate icon, make
it apoint to involve her new iconin an interesting plot right
away... one that will come back to haunt her (and amuse
the others) when she least expects it.

Eventually, the side plotsmay even collide: What if your
virtual lover in one identity wants to kill you in another?
What if you find out that your virtual lover needsto bekilled?
Every identity carries responsibilities and problems and re-
wards of its own, and it would be a crime to miss that
opportunity when running your Web chronicles. Also, never
forget that the knife cuts both ways. Other people in Netspace
have multiple identities, too__So be careful when you think
you're talking about someone behind her back!

On the practical end, limit the amount of icon-shuffling
your players do by requiring a successful roll each time amage
attempts to "become’ someone else. (See the rules for doing so
in SITE5.) Impersonating someone el seisonly easy if you'rejust
walking around; to pull off aconvincing disguise, amage might
haveto actually make aManipulation + Acting or Disguiseroll.
He might have the computer skill to morph himself, but does he
havethetalenttodoitwell ?7AsaStoryteller, you canawayshave
other characters notice several disturbing"differences’ between
the original icon and the fake, too. ("Hey, didn't Albatross
always end her sentences with 'ha? Why isn't she doing it
now?') And then there are ID codes, the virtually unfakable
signatures that proper security checks are designed to catch.



Some Webspinners have the balls, talent or both to run
severa icons a once. In norma roleplaying, there isn't a
problem with doing this— in fact, it can be pretty entertaining.
Ifyour player wantsto start raising hell on several frontsat once,
there are afew steps you can take to minimize the damage:

« If you want to keep a cap on multiple IDs, limit the
number of icons that a single character can keep "running"
to the character's Wits rating; after all, Captain Correspon-
dence still has to keep track of what all of his "other selves'
are doing, saying, etc., right?

o If "multiple selves' are attempting tasks more com-
plicated than simply standing around talking, you might
require a Wits + Technology (or Computer) roll for each
task, with the difficulty depending on the task itself.

« On the story end, you could simply give an offending
Technomancer a nasty headache... overstimulation and
sensory overload are, of course, only natural under the
circumstances. Thisis especialy true if the spinner wants to
see or hear through several different icons at once. In this
case, you could impose a penalty of +1 to all Perception
difficultiesfor eachiconoperating at once... ortoall difficul -
ties if the multiple icons are doing something complicated.

See the Divided Sight and Polyappearance Effects
(Mage, pp. 190-191), the rules for magickal sensory over-
load (Cult of Ecstasy, p. 63) and SITE 6 of this book for
more details about multiple incarnations or perceptions.

Oh yeah, remember that Storyteller characters can
parallax, too!

Pacing and Atmosphere

It'sagood ideafor any Storyteller to brush up ontechniques
of pacing and atmosphere before bringing characters into the
colorful universe of the Web. The realm of Netspace is about
movement — the movement of information, the movement
into Virgin Web, the movement of humanity toward apossible
new paradigm... or even a new creation. Techniques like the
troika lists are especidly vauable in the Web, because they
ensure that you've always got something on hand to inject into
thestory ifthepacing ever lags. A new wrinkleor concernshould
enter play every 20 minutes or so in the Web; it's a busy place,
and important things are always happening there.

This isn't to say that there aren't quiet, private chatrooms
wherevisitorsveg for 10 hoursat astretch— there are, many of
them. But those sectors serve better as backdrops and occasiona
rest-stops; the rea pulse of the Web is in constant motion.

The atmosphere aso leans toward the extreme. This
magickal Web isan exercisein sensory overload, and your early
sessions should contain constant reminders of how loud,
colorful, and even smelly the Web is The Digital Web isaplace
where music can be inhaled and colors can take on three
dimensions. Keep your descriptionsvivid, bombarding all the
senses, especialy in early games. Sensud keys are vital to
establishing a mood in any setting. When you jack into




Netspace, you're entering a whole new level of sensory (and
sensual) experience. After a while, you can ease off a bit —
regular Netizens get used to the barrage, at least to a degree.
Even then, though, make your players remember that they're
immersed in a world totally beyond mortal limits. Kansas is
nowhere in sight (or touch, or hearing, or smell...).

Whiteout Abuse

In the mundane world, the results of Paradox are
usually very personal. The mage who plays hard, pays hard.
Whiteout, though, is entirely different: Everyone can pay,
including Webspinners who had no part in the glip. Entire
sectors (even those nearby) can go down for days or weeks,
trapping hundreds of bystanders in limbo, plugged in and
drooling down the front of their South Park T-shirts.

A Whiteout offers potential abuse on both sides. Play-
ers in a spiteful mood (or simply in desperate straits) may
decide that spending a week in a coma is worth knowing

that they're doing the same thing to 300 Technomancers.
Storytellers can be tempted to use aWhiteout as aplotline
"escape hatch" for related reasons— or as a "time out" when
clever players endanger the Storyteller's ego.

The Storyteller side is easy to sidestep: Simply decide
not to abuse the concept. Whiting out a sector, for reasons
that have nothing to do with the players' activities, is a
seriously un-fun idea. While a Whiteout can teach errant
players a serious lesson, it's best used sparingly.

If a player opts to attempt deliberate Paradox as a
desperate measure, keep in mind that it's really hard to be
vulgar in arealmwhere nearly anything can berationalized
as a "computer simulation." Compound this with the fact
that, unless the mage attempting to be vulgar is the one who
formatted the sector, the parameters for what goes on there
can never be entirely known. On the other hand, if the "go
for Paradox" tactic seemsmotivated realistically, and makes
for a dramatic moment, let it happen.

Themes of the Digital Web

Storytelling reveals meaning without com-
mitting the error of defining it.

—Hannah Arendt

Thefollowing collection of threads weave
throughout cyberspace. They're ideal jump-
ing-off points, as the Web tends to reinforce
the following ideas. Naturally, your stories
don't have to include any of them; we're just
providing them for your inspiration. Even so,
these themesgo along way toward establishing aconsistent
atmosphere for the Web; by using one or two of them at a
time, you lend an air of form and function to aworld where
things can — and do — tend toward chaos.

The Presence of the Mundane

Ironically, an extremely magickal realmturnsout to be
the place where magi and Sleepers get together and chat on
a regular basis. Even with their text-and-geometry icons,
laughable to the Awakened, Sleepers stumble deeper and
deeper into the Web. These days, they're as vital to Net
culture asthe mages once were. Without knowing it, mortal
end-usersformat entire sectorsin simplistic but still personal
patterns: a mundane chatroom is an all-text region set
against dull 2-D graphics (if any), but every one of them
feels different, and carries an atmosphere created by the
regulars. A lot of magi prefer to hang out in places like that,
where the conversations involve real-life problems rather
than the abstract concerns of over-serious Tradition and
Convention wizards.

Everybody has their own take on the Sleeper presence.
Some love it, believing it to be a victory for al concerned.

¥

]
»
[
1}
"
[
1
H
]
.
-
-
-
L}
u
-
w
LY
LY
-
-

e

Others resent it, or just fear the damage these mundane
bleaters might ultimately cause. Some especially shallow
mages just can't stand the sight of plain text; it takes all
kinds to make a world, and this world is increasingly
dominated by un-Awakened folks.

» Working it in: When introducing new characters to
a story or chronicle, don't forget the mundanes. Normal
people are, in their own way, just as important in the Web
as the mages are (even if they don't have any idea of the real
scope of their new world).

Actions Have Consequences

A central theme of Mage itself, the idea that you reap
what you sow is often aterrifyingly immediate reality in the
Digital Web. At first blush, the reduced threat of Paradox
makes the Web look like an escape from consequences;
however, it's aforum for more extreme examinations of the
concept.

Everybody fighting in the Web wants something... and
nearly everybody, in a sense, is getting what they want.
Instead of getting prettier, it's made everything uglier. Any
story that takes place in the Web should include strong
flavors of conseguence. When magi don't consider the
repercussions of their actions, the results should come back
to remind them. On the other hand, strong-willed sorcerers
with aclear vision will find the rewards of the Web equally
great, at least potentially.

* Working it in: This is essentially an exercise in
giving the players enough rope to hang themselves, and
seeing if they can take the power they're given and use it
wisely. If they can, the Digital Web can be very rewarding.
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If they can't... well, that's the stuff that stories are made of,
too. Ultimately, even the biggest screw-ups should always
have some chance at redemption. Otherwise, the game isn't
fun. But (to use the Web's clearest example) an expanse of
Virgin Web is dangerous in the hands of magi who aren't
disciplined enough with their magick or intentions.

The Great R.ace

Asthe Adepts and Void Engineers strive to format the Web
into a "Read Only" environment, their struggle provides a
constant buzz of tension in Netspace, even in stories where the
center of attention is somewhere dse. Many spinners view the
Race asafutileexercise, apointlessgame of cloak and dagger, an
argument over dividing infinity by two. Regardless, both sides
pursue the struggle vigoroudly, making dangerous bargains while
avoiding outright war, for fear of destroying the prize.

This gives the Web one of it's more unique flavors: the
cold war of avirtual frontier. The upshot of the Race is that
Technocrats and Traditionalists end up cooperating as well
as fighting, selling out loyalties and making temporary truces
every day in hopes of gaining an advantage that'll pay off in
the long run. As the Race goes on, the lines get blurrier, the
geography of the Net grows more complex, and the rest of the
collected magi are |eft to watch and speculate over their Tass
in the Spy's Demise, laying bets and wondering where it all
will lead. Willworkersoutside the Traditions (or just outside
the Race) often find ways to profit from the madness.

e Working it in: The Great Race provides one of th
few good opportunities in Mage to get Technocrats and
mysticks talking to each other — even if the talk isn't
aways friendly. Many Netizens theorize that the Adepts
and Engineerswill ultimately realize that their differences
with each other are much smaller than their differences
with their respective sides of the Ascension War. They
think a third faction, separate from both the Technocracy
and Traditions, might result. Some insist that this must
happen, that it will give the virtual reality of the Web its
final boost into becoming the next paradigm. Others think
the opposite is true: that the Race will eventually devolve
into a war despite intentions on both sides, and destroy this
virtual fool's paradise once and for all. Between these
extremes lies a spectrum ripe for the picking when design-
ing Web-based stories.

Hacker Paranoia

Many real-lifeNetizensarea oneinwaysthat they never
let on. They wear masks, often several of them, and grow
edgier and more contemptuous of mundane reality with
every passing day. The paranoid old-timers loved living
online because they could have friends without letting go of
their paranoia. These days, the exclusive geekery of the Web
isbeing elbowed out of its comfortable place. More and more,
hard-core denizens of cyberspace are starting to resent the
fact that the Internet belongs to everybody.



« Working it In: Many of the most dangerous charac-
ters lurking in the Web aren't Technomancers or twisted
spirits. They're mageswho just want to be left alone. On the
fli pside,many of thescari est-seemingiconsmask thetenderest
and most vulnerable hearts, waiting to find some friends.
When writing adventuresfor your game, try tagging one or
more of your Storyteller characters as lonely, either para-
noid or seeking. This distinction can provide a powerful
insight into that character's motives, and may spur entire
subplots. On the other extreme, create a few hacked-off
folks who use their considerable prowess to lure newbies
into traps, then ridicule, rob or murder them. Naturally,
these kindly spinners disguise their intentions... often
behind the most hel pful icons you could hope to find. And
who's to define a "newbie" to such a person? A Netizen
who's been jacked in since 1973 might consider anyone
more recent than that to be a trendie — and fair game.

Internet Life

What might possess people to abandon their physical
bodies (or at least their physical lifestyle) inorder tolivein
the electronic ether? Real-world people are doing it more
and more each day on the Internet, without the benefit of
magickal immersion inthe medium. Most gamers have one
or two friends who seem to live in a chatroom or MOO,
pulling themselves away from the computer only for occa-

sional outings for food, work or classes. These real-life
Netizens sit there, typing away, living someplace dse, in
groups of people that have often never met (and are fre-
quently terribly disappointed when they do; seeing your
online friends type "LOL" is one thing; hearing her dorky
laughter is another). Real emotions — love, anger, lust,
even sadness — boil up from interactions with a screen and
a keyboard. Some people spend their lives trying to find
"that special someone” in an electronic haystack, while
others burn with grudges inspired by wiseass remarks ren-
dered "public,” yet anonymous, by the Internet.
Anonymity is a wonderful thing. Free of the bound-
aries of appearance, skin color, age or gender, Netizens are
free to start over with an identity of their choosing. Some
consider such "blending” to living a lie; others see it as a
path to transcend prejudice. Both sides are right, at least
partially. You can meet some wonderful people on the
Net... or some wonderful characters, at any rate. People
who'd never consider buying a copy of Mage are roleplaying,
every day, in a real-life game of self-discovery and self-
escape. Trust is given easily and can be wounded
permanently. [Author's aside: | met my wife on the Internet,
so it isn't all bad, but I'd by lying if I tried to paint a prettier
picture]. Most people are simply trying to have fun; some
pursue darker purposes, insulting, seducing and occasion-
ally stealing their way through hundreds of lives. Yet the



majority of Netizens are good folks at heart, progressives
who've sidestepped the awkward layers of social behavior
and geographical distance by inventing new protocols and
eliminating the gulf between "here" and "here" by meeting
halfway between — in "there."

« Working it in: While the idea of sending a group of

Trading_Whinny_Neigh_Moan! or alt.sex.cthulhu in order
to beg for vital information can be amusing all by itself (and,
if you aren't Net-experienced, let's just say that some
channels have much more whacked-out themes than that),
the motives of those who spend a lot of time on the Net can
be mined for some very serious, (and often disturbing),
character-driven storylines. Sleepers and Awakened alike
find retreat in the Digital Web. Some of them spend the
vast majority of their time there, returning to mundane
reality only long enough to tend the basic necessities of life
(often skipping personal hygiene). Getting into the heads
of people (both nice people and not-so-nice ones) who live
this way can be afascinating roleplaying exercise.

A sub-theme of Net life that's fun to work into aDigital
Web game is "the real-life meeting." Two people, after
becoming friends online, often decide to get together in real
life and hang out. If their friendship was romantic in nature,
the first meeting is usually planned as a sexual encounter.
Sometimes, entire chat channels or chat-networks get to-
gether for large, informal get-togethers in an agreed-upon,
centrally located city. These can devolve into orgies, too...
but more often than not, they become odd nights at bars or
odd afternoons in parks, with 20 total strangers looking at
each other for some hint of the friends they made online.
Chronicles that work back and forth between the Digital
Web and mundane reality can include meetings, too, some-
timeswith deadlier results. Imagine the sparksthat might fly
when two Net-lovers — one a Virtual Adept renunciate, the
other a Man in Black — meet in person and discover that

they've crossed paths (and swords) in their "rea" lives.
Imagine the consequences if both people decide that their
Net lives are more "redl" than the flesh... and what their
former associates might make of that decision. (Romeo and
Juliet online? Stranger things have happened....)

A Digital Playground

In our own world, the Internet is damned near inescap-
able. Anyone who conducts any kind of commerce deals
with cyberspace, either directly or indirectly. Computer
literacy, while amost unknown 15 or 20 years ago, is as
important to the future as written literacy has been for the
last severa centuries. Mages, standing as they do at the
doorway of change, are wrapped within the Web in ways
which only the most advanced of them understand.

Initsownway, thecyberspace of Mage'sworldisaliving
thing, opened by desperation, woven by desire and occasion-
aly ripped apart by violence. Underneath the technological
sheen lies a host of very human stories — tales of passion,
betrayal, deception, and hope. In this setting, the primal
human drama takes on ultramodern overtones. And no one
is more aware of that fact than the Awakened Ones. As the
Council of Nine learned long ago, survival of the Old
Wisdom depends on adopting the newest tools; as the Ad-
epts, Technocracy and other spinners have learned, those
new tools are nothing without a solid human foundation,
hard work and a lot of compromise. The Net is the play-
ground of the future, to be sure, but as of now, it's more a
sandbox than agym. Tolast, itswondersrequirefoundations,
substance and, most of all, a sense of fun.

Asthe Web spreads and its "spiders" rebuild what was
lost while laying new strands, human drama becomes inter-
twined with human technology. In between them both, the
Digital Web waits. What kind of stories can your troupe find
in its glistening strands? Only you can say.






SITE 5:
PROGRAMMING

SYSTEMS

This ain't a reasoned debate. This is Jehovah
against Dionysus. Let's drink that tired old sef-
righteous motherfucker under the table.

—R.U. Snus

The Storyteller and the Virtual Adept share a paradox.
Both envision an ideal world with as few rules as possible,
yet both are shackled by the limitations of needing rules on
occasion. We've already seen how the VAs are handling
the situation (or not, depending on your perspective); this
chapter covers the Storyteller's end.

Under most circumstances, we advise using as few
gamesystemsaspossible. Thisisespecially truefor gamesset
intheWeb, wherereality isfar morefluid than in the mortal
world. Many things that are horrifically vulgar magick in
Real Space are simply part of the scenery in the Web. Even

this flexible world has rules, though, and the following
systems cover many odd circumstances in Net-based tales.

Readerswho own Digital Web first edition should note
that many of the systems herediffer fromtheoriginal rules.
Sometimes, that difference reflects a change from Mage
first edition concepts or systems; more often then than not,
though, it simply covers things that were not discussed in
the original Digital Web, or smoothes out rules that were
too complex the first time around. In story terms, the Net
has changed, and the nature of reality has changed within
it as well.



New KnowledgeTrait: Web Culture

Like the "mortal" version of Culture, this Knowledge
Trait clues you in to the various groups and protocols of
Netspace. Without it, you're an obvious newbie with very
little idea of where to go, how to act or who to ask for
information. With it, you've experienced enough to know
your way around. Mortals can purchase this Knowledge,
although they think the communities they understand are
simply elaborate chatrooms and MU*s, Naturally, this Abil-
ity won't protect you if you choose to act likeatwit. Knowing
Netiquette and practicing it are two different things.

. Student: Newbie.

oo College: Trendie.
Masters: Netizen.
Doctorate: Parallaxer.
Scholar: Elite.

Possessed by: Webspinners, Hackers, Admins,
Skippers

Specialties. Netiquette, Technocracy Protocols, Vir-
tual Adepts, Gossip, Parallaxing, Underground Groups,
Hacker Elite

General Rules

A crash reduces

your expensive computer

toasimple stone.

— "Computer Error Haiku," anonymous

Thefollowing systems cover many of the
stranger aspects of Netspace, and detail their
3 effects on Webspinners. As always, feel free
= | toreconfigure, reject or delete any rules that
don't work for your chronicle or group.

A ccess

Thebasic rulesfor Web access can befound intheM age:
The Ascension rulebook, pp. 242-244- The chart on [p. 111]
offers a quick guide to the methods available, and the systems
and roleplaying elements necessary to use them.

"Normal" Web access (surfing, Website construction,
data retrieval, and other things Sleepers can do without
difficulty) should be handled through roleplaying. Espe-
cially complex tasks might demand one to five dots in
Computer, Computer Hacking, or both. They may also
require abit of Cryptography or Web Culture. In such cases,
the difficulty of the task determines the difficulty of the roll
and the successes necessary to pull it off. (See "Computers,”
pp. 244-245 in Mage.) To actually "enter" the VR world
and see what he's doing from a Webspinner perspective, a
character must project himself into the Web as above.

| cons

Once"ingde" the Web, your character can build an icon to
suit her whims. Doing so requires time and an Intelligence +
Computer roll, difficulty 6, to st the program. (This used to be
harder in the old days, but advanced programs have made the
process much easier.) Since an icon looks like whatever you
want it to look like, you get one dot of Appearance or Intimida-
tion for each success you roll, and may "place" those dots
however you prefer. Likeanormal character, an icon beginswith
abase Trait of 1 in Appearance, base 0 in Intimidation.

Example: Libbi wants her mage's icon to resemble, a gor-
geous but deadly Chaos! comics heroine. When setting her icon,
she rolls five successes. Three go to Appearance (giving the icon
Appearance 4), and two give her Intimidation 2. Other Social
Traits rely more on personality than looks; thus, Libbi's icon
shares the mage's normal Charisma and Manipulation ratings.

Although these Traits can exceed 5, it's worth noting
that iconsare generally abit less impressive than flesh-and-
blood creatures — any geek can look like a dragon!

Even so, mogt spinners put a lot of time into their icons.
A basic "instant” icon takes only two turns to boot up, and can
be "saved" without changes when the spinner decides to leave
the Net. Designing a new icon might take hours. In game
terms, assume a brand-new icon program requires at least three
uccesess, booting up a saved one takes no time at all. A really
elaborate or impressive icon could demand six, eight or even
10 successss, assembled with an extended roll. Each roll
reflects three to five minutes (or turns) of game time.

In general, icons should be handled with roleplaying. If
you want your character to transform from a demure girl to
avirtual Lucy Lawless, just say so. Storytellers and other
players should take an icon at face value, but with the
aforementioned pound of salt. By tacit agreement, very few
people actually comment on an icon's appearance vs. the
user's actual looks — the Net is supposedly "Reality 2.0,
after all — although a really ostentatious icon might draw
afew stares or snide remarks. Especially complex, imagina-
tive or well-crafted ones, on the other hand, become marks
of distinction and status.

Changing an icon's appearance is easy: Just take a
moment of game time to adjust the program, and it's done.
Really radical shifts— like onesthat could change Traits—
demand a Manipulation + Computer roll, difficulty 5. For
each success with the roll, you can adjust your mage's
Appearance, Intimidation or both by one for every success
rolled. Each dot of "change" counts as one success; if Libbi
wanted to add three dots each to Appearance and Intimi-
dation, she would need six successes.



No matter 