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{USANAGI—Directs field maneuvers as Section 9’s de facto troupe
jer. One of the most skilled cybernetic-body operators in the world.
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RAMAKI—Chief of Section 9. Leads with lucid thinking and lightning-
cision-making abilities.

—Ex-ranger with an almost completely cybernetic body.

J6USA—A rookie hand-picked from the police force by husanagi. Aside from
his brain implants he has almost no cybernetic maodifications.

ISHIKAWA—Information warfare specialist. Served with Kkusanagi in the army.
SAITO—A man of few words but exceptional abilities as a sharpshooter.

BORMA—This two-plus-meters-tall behemoth puts his talents to work at
information gathering and backup.

PAZ—Strong, silent, cool guy and chain-smoker. Often pairs up with Borma.

T

TACHIKOMAS—Section, 9 is equipped with nine of these sentient multiped
mini-tanks.
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Lhapter |

The man’s hands shook as he grasped the control stick.

It was at that moment that the words flashed into his mind.

I loved you.

I was so proud of my strong father.

I'm still grateful to you.
But please don’t forget me.
[’'m sorry.

But I'm not ready to die yet.

It was his son.

The man let out a wail in the tiny cockpit.

A ball of red fire rose up in front of his eyes.



Lhapter 2

“You are surrounded! Drop your weapons, release the hostages,
and surrender immediately!”

“What a waste of time,” Section 9’s Motoko Kusanagi mur-
mured under her breath. She was on the rooftop of a skyscraper
and it was drizzling lightly. Given the way the police were han-
dling this case, it was unlikely that they’d bring the situation
under control anytime soon.

The lights of the police cars cast a red sheen on the police-
men’s shields, which were fanned out in a semicircle around
the main entrance of Sakurai, an electronics superstore in the
cyberbrain district. At the focal point of their arc, a teenage boy
was holed up inside the store, his twenty-four hostages gath-
ered around him.

Strapped to his chest was a live bomb.

The timer on the C4 bomb continued its merciless countdown.

Less than five hundred seconds remained on the clock. In
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addition to the device fixed to his chest, the boy held a Smith &
Wesson .38-caliber Chief’s Special revolver in his right hand. In
his left hand, he grasped the bomb’s detonator.

One hour earlier, the boy had appeared on the first floor of
the electronics store, its showroom bustling with weekend
shoppers. He had pulled the Smith & Wesson Chief out of the
pocket of his blue jacket, blasted out all of the monitors on dis-
play, and taken hostages. As if to prove that the C4 on his chest
was the real thing, the boy had announced that he’d set bombs
on the cars parked in front of the store. One by one, the cars had
exploded.

The soft rain had extinguished the flames from the blasts,
leaving nothing but a line of iron lumps where the cars had
been.

The news media was broadcasting these images over the Net.
As she looked down on the incident from her vantage point
atop the skyscraper, Kusanagi tuned into a channel that was
running the story. The audio of the reporter’s voice flashed into
her cyberbrain. “ . . . I repeat, the youth is demanding a direct
apology by former superintendent general Daidd of the
Metropolitan Police, who retired for health reasons. The police
suspect this incident may have been related to the attempted
assassination of superintendent Daidd several days ago during
a police academy graduation ceremony. Authorities are

demanding the young man’s surrender.”

The eyes of the entire nation watched the case develop, fixed

on a single point by the news coverage.
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The sharpshooters were already positioned, ready to snipe
the boy the second the order was given. But with the news of ex-
superintendent Daidd’s corruption allegations fresh in people’s
minds, shooting down a minor as the world watched on would
only worsen the backlash against the police. They had to handle
this one delicately.

The news media zoomed in for a close-up of the bomb’s timer:
three hundred seconds left. It seemed as if the audience who
was viewing the spectacle from the other end of the monitors
would continue to look on even as the bomb exploded.

On the boy’s chest, the bomb continued to tick off the seconds
remaining until detonation.

As Motoko Kusanagi looked on, an electronic message from
Section 9 Chief Daisuke Aramaki flashed into her cybernetic
brain. <Aramaki speaking. It’s been settled. Just now, Section 9 was
officially granted jurisdiction over this incident.>

<Roger. Time to get to work. Here I go.>

This was the moment she’d been waiting for. Kusanagi dove
straight down through the fine rain toward the city below.

“What’s happening?” The boy holding the hostages stammered.

Quiet.

The voice of the police negotiator had fallen silent. The line of
policemen that had been positioned outside the store was
gone—they were probably waiting just out of sight. The only
sounds the boy could hear were the rain and the air condi-
tioning.

He glanced at the media images, but they still showed the




The Lost Memory J

shot of the police poised in front of the store with their shields
at the ready.

False footage.

“I have hostages here! Don’t you care what happens to them?”
the boy shouted angrily.

But his only answer was silence.

A murmur rose up from the terrorized hostages. Someone
let out a sob.

“Shut up!” The boy pointed his Smith and Wesson at the
captives.

“That’s enough.” A strong voice cut through the rain.

The boy spun around.

A man stood at the store’s entrance. His hulking figure was
almost two meters tall. The eye sockets of the giant’s stern face
were lodged with the inorganic tubular lenses of cybernetic
eyes. He gripped an enormous handgun—an FN Highpower—
its barrel pointed squarely at the boy’s head. On either side of
him, a pair of multiped tanks stood poised for action.

A special police unit, the boy thought. But the man’s uniform
looked more like that of a special military unit than that of
a cop.

“The entire area has been placed under special broadcast con-
trol. Scream all you like—nobody on the outside can hear your
voice. You can try killing these hostages, but you only have five
shots with that gun. I'll empty this thing right into your head

before you even use them up,” the big lens-eyed man said.
“Yeah? What about this? I'll kill everyone in here!” The boy



10 Junichi Fujisaku / Ghaost in the Shell: Stand Alone Complex

indicated the C4 bound to his chest and the detonator in his
left hand.

The man let out a ferocious roar. “You want to blow that
thing? Hurry up and do it! If you really wanted to, you would
have done it by now!”

“Stay where you are! I'll push the button!” The boy waved
the detonator wildly in front of him and stretched his thumb
towards the switch.

Just then, one of the hostages behind the boy fell, as if pushed
by an invisible force.

Something sliced through the rainy haze and grazed the
boy’s left hand.

The boy looked at his hand. His left thumb was gone.

The detonator fell to the floor with a thud.

On the floor behind him, the sniper’s bullet had made a deep
groove.

The boy realized what had happened.

[t was a sharpshooter with the precision to shoot off only the
thumb that would have triggered the detonator.

The gunshot and pain registered a split second later.

The boy’s strained howl echoed through the room. At the
same moment, his gun arm was twisted, and the force brought
him crashing to the floor. He fired his Smith and Wesson at the
hostages—but the bullet stopped in midair.

The boy tried to see who had thrown him down, but there
was nobody there. He felt an invisible hand press on his neck

and pull out the cable connected to his cybernetic brain.
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“No!”

But his scream never shattered the air.

A cyberbrain lock had been plugged into the port in the boy’s
neck.

After the initial shock, his body went limp. The lock tempo-
rarily froze all of the brain’s functions apart from those required
to sustain life. In a cybernetic society, it served as the ultimate
restraining device.

When he’d ceased to move, the owner of the invisible hand
that had thrown the boy down showed herself.

“Situation under control.” '

After disabling her type-2902 thermoptic camouflage, Ku-
sanagi continued to restrain the boy as she gazed up at the
bullet that had frozen in its path. The air around the bullet wa-
vered and the forms of two men became visible. Togusa and
Paz, holding up bulletproof shields to protect the hostages, had
turned off their optical camouflage. Lodged in the center of To-
gusa’s shield was the flattened bullet from the 9mm .38-caliber
Special.

“Glad I brought this. If that thing had nailed me in the wrong
spot, I would've had to consider going cyborg, too.” Togusa let
out a sigh of relief.

“We're not done here,” Kusanagi reminded him. “We still
haven’t removed the C4 on this kid.” <Saito, are the surroundings
secure?>

<No apparent accomplices in sight.> Saito, the sharpshooter who
had taken out the boy’s thumb, responded by cybercomm from
his post on the roof of the opposite building.
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<Roger.> Kusanagi messaged back and looked over at Togusa.

“Togusa, evacuate the hostages. Paz, get me information on
the boy.”

“Roger.”

At Kusanagi’s command, Togusa and Paz led the hostages
out of the store.

Now it was just Kusanagi and the boy:.

Kusanagi looked at the C4 bomb lashed to the boy’s chest. The
fuse and detonator were homemade. The bomb was equipped
with a receiving device designed to respond to the detonator’s
electronic signal. The timer continued its silent countdown.

Sixty-two seconds remaining.

Batou peered over Kusanagi’s shoulder at the timer.

“I don’t know where he got it, but a C4 is the real deal. We
could call over the bomb squad from the other side of the barri-
cade, but they wouldn’t have time to disarm it. Shall we handle
this one ourselves?”

“First I need to extract the Good Morning Terrorism info from
his cyberbrain.”

Kusanagi sent a cybercomm to Ishikawa, who was back at
Section 9 headquarters handling information control. <Ishika-
wa. Monitor me.>

<Roger. I can only maintain the communications block so much lon-
ger. Hurry, please.>

<We know.> Kusanagi replied as she pulled a cable out of the
small box strapped to her hip and connected up to the cyber-
brain lock that was restraining the boy.

“Batou, you remove the bomb while I'm inside.”
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“Wait. But then you'll . . . “

No response from Kusanagi. She had already dived into the

boy’s brain.

“Should’ve known,” he sighed, shaking his head. “Tachiko-
mas, prepare to disarm the C4.”

<Roger!>

Batou eyed the motionless Kusanagi. “I guess I should take
this to mean that you trust me?” he snorted as he began to re-
move the bomb from the boy’s body.

An organic tangle of light and sound patterns. When memory
was forwarded into a cyberbrain, it was recorded by a voltage
conversion element called a tranz.

Kusanagi created a “key” as she plunged deeper and deep-
er towards the boy’s ghost line—the boundary that set off the
realm of organic memories from the system of digitized records
that was the Net.

As she moved into each successive stage of his ghost line, she
felt a slight discomfort from the mounting mecha-pressure. But
Kusanagi harmonized her own level of consciousness with the
boy’s ghost, and the pressure dwindled as she assimilated to
his sense of sellf.

As she passed through his cyberbrain level gate, she arrived
in an area of his memory field with a high level of irregular
cyberbrain activity.

<Memory field reached. What is the current state of contact between
the boy and the external Net?>Kusanagi messaged Ishikawa, who
was monitoring her activities from Section 9 headquarters.

His response was immediate. <The cyberbrain lock is working.
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Nodes to the external Net are being rejected. There’s no end to the rub-
berneckers trying to access the boy from the Net, but they're being
repulsed by the broadcast control barrier.>

<Copy that. Continue monitoring.>

Kusanagi perused the boy’s memory. She didn’t actually see
his memories visually, but she perceived them.

She conveyed what she found to Ishikawa. In order to make
her cyberbrain investigation admissible as proof, she needed an
external record of the log. The information moved through her
linguistic center and out into the Net.

<T'he array needs to be optimized. The matrix is unstable.>

His memory field was a jumble of confused information, per-
haps reflecting the boy’s lifestyle. It certainly wasn’t an efficient
system of ordering one’s memories. He seemed to just simply
store his scattered experiences in whatever order they had been
perceived.

A young girl’s naked body.

How to load a gun.

A military training program.

A map of the cyberbrain district.

This month’s school cafeteria menu.

Linear station search information.

The log of a cult news site . . .

The majority of his memories were just links to the Net.

<He’s an information collector. Most of the links are broken. He’s
satisfied just collecting information and is completely incapable of or-

ganmizing it—his chunking is inefficient, too. He must rely heavily on

external memory—a typical Net addict.>
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Kusanagi continued to dig down through the layers of infor-
mation that floated in his memory field, moving progressively
deeper.

The information became denser, and Kusanagi perceived
this density as light. Each unit of information was a point of
light, and when they grouped together, she registered the dense
areas as large, luminous bodies. It was like being in outer space,
surrounded by stars. She could also see other lights moving
between these orbs. The cyberbrain lock had frozen them, but
she knew that normally they would trace the movements of the
nerve signals of the hippocampus. ‘

Among the lights, she encountered dark spots that had be-
gun to eat away at the luminescence.

<His memory is becoming fragmented. If this continues, his mean-
ing connections could be lost.> Kusanagi put a freeze on the area.
A closer inspection revealed that the fragmentation had already
affected more than half of his memory.

<Ishikawa. I've identified a fragmented area within the target mem-
ory. It's the same as in the last twelve cases. Initiating transmission.>

<Roger. Recerving with Code-C.>

The circuit from Ishikawa closed, and the cyberbrain trans-
mission began. There were twenty-four seconds left before
detonation. The transmission would be complete in twenty-two
seconds.

<Batou! How'’s the disarming coming?>

<I just have to remove one more belt, toss the thing in the OED

drum, and we're done.>

<Retreat if you think it’s going to blow.>
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<What about you, Major?>

<The information transfer will finish two seconds before detonation.
I'll continue transmitting until the last minute. As long as my brain

shell survives I'll be all right.>

<Don't be stupid! With this sucker’s blast even your titanium brain

shell doesn’t stand a chance!>

Even as they exchanged messages, time was running out.
Twelve seconds left.
As Kusanagi monitored the memory transfer, an incompre-

hensible pattern caught her eye.
<What the . .. ?>

<Major, hurry!> A cybercomm from Batou flashed in.
Kusanagi snatched the strange pattern she was looking at
and sent it to her own cyberbrain.

<Iransmission complete.>

The instant she received Ishikawa’s confirmation, Kusanagi

disengaged her mind from the boy’s cyberbrain.

Zero seconds left.

No time to retreat.

A deafening blast echoed right next to her.
The impact shocked the air and rattled her prosthetic body.

But she was unscathed.
“What happened?”

“I don't know how, but I did it.” Batou was sprawled across
her, shielding her with his body. Behind him, smoke from the

explosion drifted up toward the sky from the EOD containment

vessel. It was a cylindrical drum designed to minimize damage

by channeling the bomb’s energy vertically.
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“Finished with two seconds on the clock.”

The Tiltorotor sent off a spray of rain as it descended toward
the street below. These rotary-winged flight vessels were Sec-
tion 9’s vehicle of choice when it came to aerial travel.

<Perpetrator apprehended in the act and removed from the scene.
Tachikoma, load the boy onto the Tilto before the police get to him.>

The Tachikoma multiped tank approached Kusanagi, wav-
ing its two manipulators. It had a hemispherical body, four legs,
and a pod that could carry a human pilot on its back. “Major,
Major! May I please analyze the cyberbrain of the perpetrator?”
it chirped. '

“No. That would make it inadmissible as evidence. Now, do
as you're told.”

“Roger!”

The Tachikoma picked up the boy in its manipulators and
carried him into the cargo bay of the Tiltorotor.

- The police authorities were standing down, securing the
scene. The evacuated hostages had sustained only minor in-
juries, and damages were limited to the incinerated cars and
blasted-out monitors.

“’One day I woke up a terrorist’—another Good Morning Ter-
rorist, huh?” Batou remarked to Kusanagi as they stood side by
side, watching the cleanup. “This is youth crime taken way too
far. Kids these days.”

The Good Morning Terrorists. The first incident had hap-

pened two years ago.
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Early morning, October 22, 2028.

A fourteen-year-old boy named T6 Kasamatsu had burst into
the central office of the Nithama newspaper and blown him-
self up with C4, killing three people and seriously wounding
forty-two.

After the incident, the police had searched the boy’s room but
found nothing that shed light on the motive or circumstances
behind his suicide attack. They’d questioned the boy’s friends
and family, but they came up empty-handed.

Further investigation had revealed that Kasamatsu had built
the bomb himself, having found instructions on the Net and
obtained the materials from a dealer that sold illegal materials.

To the experienced eye, the bomb was clearly an amateur job,
and the crime lab file included the indelicate comment, “He was
lucky the thing even exploded.”

The prefectural police recorded the incident as a new type
of impulse suicide, and everyone expected the investigation to

end there.

But a year later, the next incident occurred.

October 18th, 2029.

Two fifteen-year-old boys, Koji Hitachi and Shogo Okami,
had besieged the corporate housing facility of an aircraft main-
tenance company in Hakata, taking fourteen employees hos-
tage. They were armed with a shotgun.

The gun came from a locker in the security office of the facili-
ty, where it was kept for self-defense purposes. They’d obtained

it by assaulting the watchman just as he was opening the locker
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with his cyberbrain pattern key.

When the prefectural cops had gotten the report and sur-
rounded the compound, the boys shouted for them to “reveal
the truth,” but made no more specific demands.

Holed up inside, the boys shot and killed hostage after hos-
tage as the media broadcast the images to the world, forcing a
police sharpshooter to gun them down, bringing the whole ugly
event to a close. The subsequent investigation revealed that Hi-
tachi and Okami had been two perfectly normal boys who had
lived at the compound with their families.

The sudden outbreak of spontaneous'youth crime prompted
the public to nickname the phenomenon “Good Morning Ter-
rorism.” Rumors circulated, attributing the crimes to poisoned
electromagnetic waves, foreign intelligence agency plots, and
cyberbrain viruses. In 2030, a new twist emerged in the crime

wave.

September 12, 2030.

The turning point came when Makoto Yuki, sixteen, crashed
a stolen car into the front entrance of the Hanamaki Police
Station. Yuki’s thigh was shattered and he suffered some
internal bleeding, but his cranium was undamaged. It was the
first incident in which the authorities were able to hear the boy’s
testimony and analyze his memories once his injuries had
healed. When questioned, however, the boy responded that he
didn’t know why he’d done it.

The boy had no evident background of anti-government ac-

tivities. There was nothing suspicious in his everyday behavior,
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and it seemed unlikely that his actions had been simply a fit of
impulsive rage.

As the news media got a hold of the case, a widespread dis-
trust of teenagers began to spread through society, and people
became excessively fearful of youth crime. This exaggerated re-
sponse by adults further alienated teens, resulting in an even
greater upsurge in violence.

Up until this point, the investigations were handled by local
police agencies. Public Safety Section 9, a counter-terrorism or-
ganization under the direct jurisdiction of the prime minister,
became involved in the Good Morning Terrorist investigation
when Section 9 Chief Aramaki grew suspicious that there was
a connection between the epidemic of spontaneous terrorist at-
tacks and the attempted assassination of superintendent gen-
eral Daidd, whose protection was being overseen by Section 9.

A thorough investigation into the twelve cases that had been
categorized Good Morning Terrorist attacks revealed no new
clues or evidence. The only commonality was that after the
incidents, partial fragmentation was discovered in the boys’
memories, and the boys themselves were completely unable to
remember why they had committed the attacks. In response,
Section 9 resolved that when the next attack occurred, they
would immediately create a record of the perpetrator’s memory
information at the scene of the crime.

Now, at the thirteenth incident, Section 9 had successfully

Intervened and obtained the relevant information, albeit in

fragments.
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The Tiltorotor carrying the boy rose up into the sky:.

As Kusanagi watched it leave, she received a cybercomm
from Paz.

<I got the kid’s information. His name is Hisamitsu Shikawa. No
record. Age sixteen. He attends the Nithama Ground Self-Defense
Forces Cadet Technical School. His residence serial number is that of
the school dorm.>

Next to her, Batou muttered, “So he’s in the Ground SDF prep
school. You don’t suppose they’ve got some crazy shit mixed up
in their curriculum, do you?” '

The Niihama Ground SDF Cadet Technical School was the
entry-level program of the Ground SDF education program.
All it took to get in was reaching the age of fifteen and pass-
ing a simple entrance exam. As a result, students who had poor
grades or who were deemed ill-equipped to pursue normal sec-
ondary education often wound up on their doorstep.

After graduating, it was possible to re-enter civilian edu-
cational institutions, but most students chose to enlist in the
Ground Self-Defense Force. Nobody was denied a job in the
military.

The curriculum differed from that of regular schools in that
it included combat training as well as instruction in how to
handle weapons and ordnance. In general, the school endeav-
ored to instill a sense of solidarity and cohesiveness among its

students as “troops,” and all were required to leave home and

experience communal life in the school dorms. The tabloids of-



e Junichi Fujisaku / Ghost in the Shell: Stand Alone Complex

ten ran colorful stories about the severity of the curriculum and
rumors of brainwashing activities.

Given the unique environment, some kind of mental ma-
nipulation was a possibility. “We’ll have to look into the educa-
tional methods currently in use,” Kusanagi responded after a
moment’s thought. “I'll head over to the Niihama Ground SDF
Cadet School. Togusa, you come too.”

“Copy that.”

“Right. I guess that means I'm free to go back to standby
at home,” Batou raised his hand in farewell, but Kusanagi stop-
ped him.

“Didn’t you get the chief’s message?”

“What message?”

“Your standby orders have been canceled. Batou, Saito, Paz,
and Borma, all of you are being sent to directly to the summit in
Hakata. The chief says to make sure the place is secure.”

“What? Nobody told me! That’s police work!”

“Weren’t you the one who said we can’t count on them? That'’s
why I nominated you!”

“You've gotta be kidding!”
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<You're kidding!> Y0 Kazei responded dubiously to the cyber-
brain message from his classmate, Tomoharu Takegawa. <You're
pulling my leg, right, Takegawa?>

<Don’t be dumb, Kazei—why would I lie to you? I'm serious—a
student from our school actually strapped on a bomb and took a bunch
of people hostage in the Nithama cyberbrain district. They took him
down with a special unit and the cops nabbed him!>

<No shit! Who at our school has the balls to pull that kind of
thing?>

<You're never going to believe this. It was Shikawa.>

<Shikawa?>

Kazei glanced over at the empty bed against the opposite
wall. Come to think of it, he hadn’t seen his roommate since
yesterday.

<But Shikawa’s one of those guys who spends every hour of the day
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that we're not training holed up in our room, diving the Net. There’s
no way he'd be capable of something like that!>

<I didn’t believe it at first either. Get on the Net and see for yourself.
You can connect now, can’'t you?>

<Yeah, more or less. Okay. Talk to you later.>

[t was early afternoon in the student dormitory of the Nii-
hama Ground Self-Defense Forces Cadet Technical School. Ka-
zei flopped down on his bed and closed the conversation, then
began searching the news channels, shutting his eyes to help
himself concentrate. He didn’t have the skills to connect to the
Net while processing visual stimuli from the external world.

Niihama. Cyberbrain district. Gun. Incident. He sent key-
words from his language field to the Net search zone in his
cyberbrain.

Instantly, more than three hundred thousand hits came up.
Kazei added conditional terms to narrow the search. Teenager.
Age sixteen. Now there were around fifty thousand hits. When
he included the name of his own school, the Nithama Ground
Self-Defense Forces Cadet Technical School, there were still
more than one thousand hits.

It occurred to Kazei that this search process was not unlike
the feeling of trying desperately to remember something. He
recalled that someone had once told him that the quickest way
to master the use of your cyberbrain was to think of it as an ex-
tension of yourself. He struggled to control the still-unfamiliar
device, frustrated by his own ineptitude.

It was at times like these that he felt like he would never adapt

to a world in which cyberbrains were the norm.
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After the nuclear winter at the end of the last century, the
protracted fourth Non-Nuclear World War had served as a cat-
alyst for scientific and technological innovation. Society was
revolutionized when prosthetic bodies developed as an
extension of prosthetic hands and limbs, leading to cyborg
technology, and the introduction of micromachines made
cyberbrains possible.

In 2003, the first cyberbrain-equipped soldiers had appeared
on the front lines, and as technologies that linked the human
brain to external devices became more sophisticated, under-
standing of the brain itself made tremendous strides.

In 2015, scientists mapped the structure of memory, and
human beings obtained the ability to control memory as data.
For the first time, the brain was linked directly to the Net, al-
lowing the massive quantities of information therein to be uti-
lized as external memory with optimal efficiency.

The practice of embedding the brain with micromachines so
that it could operate as an independent terminal spread like
wildfire, transforming human beings into Units floating in a
sea of information.

Connecting one terminal directly to another became an
efficient way to exchange information, and people began to
apply this technique to their own brains. Peoples’ lives were
gradually transformed as they became able to transmit their
thoughts directly to another party’s cyberbrain, and commu-
nication no longer relied on information obtained through
one’s own sense of sight, hearing, smell, touch, or taste. In 2027,

the government declared Japan a Cyberbrain Nation, officially
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acknowledging the importance of the relationship between
human beings and the cyberbrain.

Nowadays, some people implanted micromachines in their
children before they could even talk, making it possible to track
their whereabouts as a countermeasure against the increasingly
widespread threat of kidnapping. Needless to say, the ethical
questions this posed led to widespread debate, resulting in con-
flicts such as the Cyberbrain Pollution White Paper Controversy
of 2024. However, this in itself was indicative of how deeply in-
grained in society cyberbrain technology had become.

Meanwhile, it became apparent that some people were con-
stitutionally unsuited to cyberization—the process of having
cybernetic brain implants installed. Kazei was one of those
people. Physiologically, he was perfectly healthy. But in an
information-based world, being unable to access data was para-
mount to being unable to function in society.

School was no exception. Classes were “Cyberbrain Use Rec-
ommended,” and uncyberized students had no choice but to
use terminals to access the Network. This enabled them to use
the Net only in very limited ways—they didn’t even come close
to taking full advantage of the Net. It was like an insurmount-
able wall. Everyone knew that it was only a matter of time be-
fore “recommended” became “required.” Life was not easy for
those who bore the label of Cyberbrain Maladaptive.

That was just how things were in 2030.

Until recently, Kazei’s condition had been a major impedi-

ment. With no cyberbrain, all he could do was wait for some-
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thing to come along and change the world in which he lived.

Eventually, something did. Technologies were developed
that allowed Cyberbrain Maladaption to be overcome, enabling
Kazei to finally receive implants. He had been cyberized just
two weeks ago. Adjusting to a cyberbrain so late in life was like
being relegated to the status of a baby learning to walk.

Whenever Kazei felt the tranz implanted in the back of his
head or the terminals in his neck, he felt a surge of satisfaction
at finally having become a true member of society.

Now things looked different to him when he walked through
town. Before he had his cyberbrain, the Net access cables that
clung to the walls of the buildings had seemed hideous to him,
like parasitic worms inhabiting the city. But the cyberbrain had
transformed his life, and now he even felt that they ought to
install more cables and create more infrastructure.

~ Not that he had mastered the use of his cyberbrain yet. He'd
only learned its most basic function—that of connecting to the
Net. It was all he could do to establish a direct brain transmission
with a specific party and to peruse relatively shallow areas of
the Net. In all honesty, part of him was still frightened to go any
deeper—as if he might drown in the Web’s ocean and never be
able to get back.

Brushing aside such fears, Kazei extracted the visual infor-

mation of Shikawa’s face from his memory field and sent it to

the tranz.
A hit.

He downloaded the record from the Net into his cyberbrain
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and opened it. It was footage of the incident. The image of a
young man terrorizing hostages on the first floor of a major
electronics store came to life. It was a face Kazei knew well.

“Shikawa!”

Shikawa’s nickname had been White Piggy, on account of his
pallid face and chubbiness. He was introverted and was con-
stantly connected to the Net—a borderline Net addict, even.
In principle, Net use was prohibited on campus, and there was
a transmissions block in place to control unauthorized cyber-
brain usage, a measure that Shikawa loathed. He spent most
of his time alone in his room, and there was something about
him that kept the others from approaching him. Kazei’s main
impression of Shikawa was that you never knew what he was
thinking.

“Why would he take people hostage with a bomb and a
gun?” Kazei asked himself in disbelief. The question lodged in
his mind like a nail. Kazei had probably seen more of Shikawa
than anyone else in the past few years, but he had no idea what
might have driven Shikawa to do something like this.

Somebody knocked at his wooden door.

“Takegawa?”

Guy sure has a lot of spare time, Kazei thought. He assumed that
his classmate in the next dorm room, Tomoharu Takegawa, was
coming over to his room after Kazei had terminated their cyber-
comm conversation a few minutes earlier.

“It’s open,” he shouted towards the ceiling, still sprawled out
on his bed.
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But contrary to his expectations, the door opened to reveal a
woman he’d never seen before. She wore a coat made of synthet-
ic material. Underneath, he glimpsed a generous bust peeking
out from her revealing top. Behind her stood the housemaster,
wearing an unusually uneasy expression.

[nstinctively, Kazei sat up.

The woman glanced his way only briefly before entering the
room and giving it a quick once-over. “This is Hisamitsu Shika-
wa’s room?” she asked the housemaster without taking her eyes
off Shikawa'’s bed and desk.

The housemaster nodded his head excessively, causing Kazei
to roll his eyes internally. Usually, the housemaster took every
opportunity to lord it over the students that they had nowhere
else to go than a school like this, but when high-ranking mili-
tary observers or government officials paid a visit, his man-
ner changed complely. In the presence of authority figures, his
swaggering was replaced by meek obeisance. From the way he
was acting now, Kazei got a pretty good sense of what kind of
status this woman had.

Kazei’s eyes met those of the housemaster, and the latter
coughed uncomfortably a few times. “This woman is from the
police,” he told to Kazei in a pompous tone. “You've, ahem,
caused some trouble for them in the past, ahem, so I'd like you to
be on your best, ahem, behavior.”

Why do you have to go there? Kazei felt a wave of impotent an-
ger at both the housemaster’s tone and his attitude. He was al-

ways looking down his nose at Kazei. It sure would feel good to
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take one of the simulation bombs they used for training—the
ones that only produced smoke and noise—and set it off at the
door to his room.

Indulging in these little fantasies was the only thing Kazei
could do to quell his indignation.

The housemaster followed the policewoman around, peering
over her shoulder and trying to make conversation. The woman
ignored him completely as she took her own sweet time going
through Shikawa’s desk. It was littered with arcane machinery
and terminals.

About half of the students of the Niihama Ground SDF Ca-
det Technical School had an actual interest in engineering. The
other half were kids with nothing to do and nowhere to go who
had joined the military to give vent to their excessive youthful
energy. Shikawa unmistakably belonged to the former group,
Kazei to the latter.

On a number of occasions, Kazei had watched Shikawa stay
up past lights out, assembling various gadgets he’d purchased
in the cyberbrain district to trick out his cyberbrain. Even when
Kazei complained that the light was keeping him up, Shikawa
would obstinately persevere, claiming that he was almost done.
Of these devices, pretty much the only one that Kazei could
identify was the Paper Monitor, a tool that could be used to
project the brain’s visual perceptions.

The woman picked up the ten-centimeter metal cube from
the desk and connected it to a cable that extended from her

waist area.
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“Full of unedited images.” She sounded bored as she returned
the box to the desk and took three folded pieces of paper out of
the inner pocket of her coat.

“I'm exercising my investigational authority to take temporary
possession of his belongings. Sign here.”

The housemaster took the paper and hurried off, muttering
something about needing permission from the director. His rapid
footsteps faded into the distance, and Kazei was left alone with
the woman.

Kazei continued to sit on his bed, not moving. He wished he
could leave the room, too. He hoped the woman would be gone
SOOn.

As if she knew what he was thinking, the woman turned and
looked at him.

Their eyes met.

“Are you a friend of Shikawa’s?”

Kazei was unable to answer at first. He was overcome by the
woman’s aura.

His throat felt completely dry.

“Did you notice anything unusual about him this past week?”

“N-not especially.”

“Anything different about the way he looked or acted when he
was in the room?”

“Whenever he was here, he was always connected to the Net.
Other than the fact that he was always building who-knows-
what ...”

“Do you know what kind of Nets he was into?”
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“As if I could get to the places he went! I was only cyberized
recently. ...”

A flicker of emotion registered in the woman'’s eyes—a sort of
mild surprise, perhaps. She looked at Kazei with curiosity. Peo-
ple without cyberbrains were a rarer segment of society than
the unemployed. Kazei felt the need to explain himself.

“I was Cyberbrain Maladaptive.”

“Is that s0?” the woman continued to gaze into his face.

An unbearable silence filled the room.

Then the woman spoke. “Y6 Kazei. Cyberbrain authorization
number C-72GTH3004. Requires regular exams due to Type
3 Cyberbrain Disability. And . . . a record of three juvenile ar-
rests.”

Her words froze him. With absolutely no warning, this wom-
an was recounting Kaze1’s past.

“I just searched the records in the MHLW database,” she
said.

The MHLW? The personal records housed at the Ministry of
Health, Labor, and Welfare shouldn’t have been accessible to a
third party except under exceptional circumstances. Their Net
terminal itself was also reinforced with heavy barriers to pre-
vent hacking and other unauthorized access. Even an uncyber-
ized child knew that. But the woman standing before Kazei
had broken through these barriers in hardly any time at all and
obtained personal information about him.

Who the hell was she, anyway?

Just then, the housemaster returned, this time accompanied

by a young man in a jacket. Probably another detective.
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“Major, we've acquired the documents.”

The young detective handed a file to the woman.

“Roger. Collect the documented items and remove them.”
The woman put the file away in her inner coat pocket and left
the room.

Major? Kazei thought. The man had called the female detec-
tive “major.” A high-ranking official ought to be called a station
sergeant or superintendent. Titles like “major” were only used
in the armed forces. Kazei knew that there were a few special
instructors at the Nithama Ground SDF Cadet Technical School
who held that rank. '

So she was military:.

But the housemaster had said she was from the police.

Who was she?

Shikawa'’s terrorist attack should have been the stuff of a
police investigation. But Kazei couldn’t shake the impression
that a greater force was at work.

When the “major” and the young detective had left, a flood
of officers wearing jumpsuits emblazoned with the logo of the
Tokyo Metropolitan Police poured into the room and began col-
lecting Shikawa’s belongings. They took everything Shikawa
had used in his daily life, from his wastebasket to his dorm bed.

In the space of ten minutes, every trace of Shikawa was gone,
and Kazei was left in a room that felt too big for just one person.
The only evidence left that Shikawa had been there were the
silhouette of his bed on the sun-bleached wallpaper and floor
and its footprints in the dust.

It made Kazei uncomfortable.
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Shikawa was probably not coming back. They had been
roommates for three months, but Kazei couldn’t remember the
two of them ever really talking or doing anything together.

It wasn’t that he missed Shikawa. Still, he was overcome by a
feeling of emptiness. The atmosphere in the room was becom-
ing unbearable.

“Hey! I hear the cops were here!” Takegawa, the bad influ-
ence from the next room, barged in without knocking.

“It wasn't the cops.”

“The housemaster said it was. I got a glimpse of them, too—a
woman with an amazing body and a young, geeky-looking de-
tective guy.”

“The woman was a major.”

“A major?”

“Yeah. The young detective called her that.”

“It’s probably a cop nickname. That younger guy was a police
detective if I ever saw one. Besides, what about all those guys
wearing jumpsuits with the police logo? I hear they went into
the classroom and training grounds, too, and took everything
from Shikawa’s desk to his locker!” Takegawa glanced at the
empty half of the room.

“They cleaned this place out, too, huh? So, you didn’t learn
anything?”

“About what?”

“About Shikawa, you dope.”

“Why the hell would 1?” Kazei grabbed the jacket hanging

over his chair. He wanted to get out of the room. The old wounds
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that the woman called “Major” had inadvertently exposed were
still plaguing a corner of his mind.

“Where're you going?”

“It feels weird in here. I'm gonna get some air.”

“The cyberbrain district?”

Anywhere would do. Kazei grunted a noncommittal reply and

left the room.



Chapter 4

Section 9 had its own crime lab.

Informally dubbed the Red Suits, they were an analytical
body under the direct control of Public Safety Section 9, the as-
sault squad whose job it was to prevent both cyber- and armed-
terrorist attacks. Because the work demanded lightning-fast
and wide-ranging crime-fighting knowledge, the team was
comprised of only the most talented technicians.

Right now, the Red Suits were gathered around the prone
body of a teenage boy—Hisamitsu Shikawa, a suspected Good
Morning Terrorist that Section 9 had taken into custody in the
Niihama Cyberbrain District. A cable ran from the connector
at the boy’s neck to a wall-mounted terminal, where a monitor
broadcast the information from the boy’s cyberbrain.

“There’s no memory adhesion, so it looks like we can rule out
Juvenile Cyberbrain Disorder.”

“He’s got a pretty strong barrier for an amateur. Looks like

he’s taken a commercial one and customized it himself.”
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“It’s strong, but it’s not flexible. Getting past this type of bar-
rier isn’t all that hard, really.”

“An amateur is an amateur. The kid’s just a hobbyist. We can't
rule out the possibility that this whole thing was an accident
caused by his half-assed tinkering with his own cyberbrain.
Look at these anomalous waves it’s emitting. These are the kind
of waves you see when a barrier’s functioning incompatibly
with a virus protection program.”

“Spare us the theories, boys,” Kusanagi entered the room,
caustically interrupting the Red Suits’ long-winded discussion.

The Red Suits refrained from protesf—they knew her well
enough to realize they’d be wasting their breath.

“If you don’t mind, I'm here for the results of your investiga-
tion into what caused this boy to go psycho in the cyberbrain
district,” she said.

. “To our knowledge, the possibility that an outside party as-
sumed coercive control of Hisamitsu Shikawa by breaking into
the subject’s cyberbrain is close to zero.”

“In other words, you found no evidence of a virus contracted
through a downloaded file, or of coercive interference by way of
a ghost hack?”

“That’s right. We're all in agreement. The boy strapped on a
gun and a C4 bomb, took those hostages, and wreaked havoc in
the cyberbrain district of his own volition.”

“We’ve found no evidence that this boy had any ideological
tendencies of that nature. We know from his access log that he

lived his life on the Net, avoiding interpersonal interaction as

much as possible—he may have been somewhat Net-addicted,
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but other than that he was an average teenager. Are you tell-
ing me that he committed this crime impulsively, for no special
reason?”

“That’s how it looks. And if so, the fact that he’s a teenager
might be the reason.”

“Being young is the reason? That’s a pretty extreme con-
clusion.”

“It may just be the ugly truth. A teen’s sense of their rela-
tionship to society is both immature and self-centered. That’s
precisely why they’re reluctant to submissively alter them-
selves to fit their environment—they’d rather attempt to impose
changes on their environments. This leads us to the unfortu-
nate conclusion that all teenagers have the potential to commit
a sudden terrorist act of this kind during this immature phase
of life. Perhaps the only way we can contain them is through
iron-fisted disciplinary education, genetic treatments, or even
forcible elimination.”

“The hard-line approach, eh? I'm sure that sort of thing would
generate a fair bit of controversy. What about drugs?”

“We tested his body for narcotic residue, but he came up neg-
ative for all cyberbrain and conventional drugs.”

Cyberbrain drugs were stimulatory programs that acted on
the micromachines in a cyberbrain to facilitate the excretion of
dopamine in the nucleus accumbens. Dopamine is a substance
released when the nerve cells known as neurons send each oth-
er signals. It activates the neuron’s dopamine receivers to elicit

any of a number of changes in the receiving neuron, including
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changing its electrical charge or stimulating information trans-
missions within the cell.

When dopamine causes a transmission defect in the brain,
symptoms such as hallucination and paranoia could combine
with a loss of control over actions and speech, resulting in
obsessive-compulsive behavior such as knowingly repeating
the same redundant act again and again. Drugs such as cocaine
and amphetamines can cause the same symptoms.

Because cyberdrugs could produce the same effects as nar-
cotics, they presented a threat on par with that of cyberbrain
viruses, and their proliferation was considered a social malaise.
But most of the cyberdrugs distributed on the Net had effects
quite different from those of conventional narcotics. “Session-
ing,” the practice of combining cyberdrugs with regular drugs
to intensify the experience, was the current rage.

- “No drug use, huh?”

“According to the data. The MMD on the cart there contains a
detailed report of the forensic tests. We were going to submit it
to Chief Aramaki.”

“I'll take it to him.”

Kusanagi picked up the micro mini disk that the Red Suit had
indicated and left the room. As she walked down the corridor at
Public Safety Section 9, she reviewed the case in her head.

A teenager who had lived a normal life up until one day ago
had committed an act of compulsive terrorism of his own voli-
tion, without being infected by a virus or being ghost-hacked.

Both the circumstances and the analytical results made that
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clear. Then what was his motive? She continued to ponder the
question as she made her way down the hallway toward Ara-
maki’s office to make her report.

They had uncovered no clues to the boy’s motive from the
belongings they had secured from his room. The external mem-
ory device had revealed content much like that of Shikawa’s
memory—tens of thousands of 3-D images of naked teenaged
girls, and several model-data files that simulated tactile experi-
ences in the cyberbrain. They had checked the files for viruses,
but the only ones they found were the same common spam pro-
egrams that had been around since the beginnings of the Net.
None of them were ghost-hack programs with the potential to

hijack someone’s cyberbrain.

Kusanagi knocked lightly on the heavy wooden door of the
chief’s office.

“Come in.”

She opened the door. On the other side of an elegant sitting-
room arrangement, a bespectacled man sitting behind a
mahogany desk was busily examining a stack of documents.

He was an older man of small stature, but he still cut an im-
posing figure in his immaculate double-breasted suit. The
white hair encircling his balding pate was reminiscent of a
lion’s mane.

This was Daisuke Aramaki, the top dog of Public Safety
Section 9, the counter-terrorist organization that reported di-

rectly to the Prime Minister of Japan. Armed with guns, tanks,
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and a strong sense of justice, he faced down corrupt, money-
embezzling politicians and terrorists bent on overthrowing the
state.

Kusanagi approached him. “Chief, I have the forensic report
for the thirteenth Good Morning Terrorist case.”

Aramaki stopped working. He pushed his glasses up onto his
forehead and turned his penetrating gaze on Kusanagi.

“Let me guess—same as the previous cases?” He asked,
slowly folding his hands on his desk. “I can tell from the look
on your face.”

Kusanagi shrugged her shoulders. " Exactly. Case thirteen
looks just like the first twelve cases. That’s all I have to report.”

“I suppose Hisamitsu Shikawa’s testimony will probably be
the same, t00.”

“Probably.” Kusanagi sank down into the sofa opposite the
desk. “He’ll probably say, ‘I don’t remember that—did I really
do those things?” As in the other twelve cases, his memory of
the 168 hours prior to the incident is fragmented and unintel-
ligible. We went over his Net access log, too, but there’s no evi-
dence of him accessing a site or downloading a program that
might contain orders of this kind.”

“Then the impetus didn’t come from the Net.”

“Apparently not.”

“Then I suppose it comes down to whether or not there’s a
connection to the Laughing Man-related attack on the police
superintendent.”

“l agree.”
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O O O

The Laughing Man case.

[t had all begun in the year 2024.

Ernest Serano, CEO of the burgeoning micromachine power-
house Serano Genomics, had left home for work one morning
and wasn’t seen for three days.

On the morning of the fourth day, Serano had reappeared in
a live weather report being shot in downtown Niihama—with
a Smith and Wesson held to his back by a man completely con-
cealed by a blue parka, the hood pulled down to his eyes and a
hat on top of that.

“Tell them the truth!” the man with the gun had ordered
Serano. When the assailant had noticed the news cameras trying
to film his face, he’d hacked into every single image-recording
terminal on site, including the visual matrixes of the onlookers’
cyberbrains, masking the images instantly.

When he’d learned from the broadcasts that the police were
mobilizing, the man had fled, leaving Serano behind. During
his flight, the man hacked into the cyberbrains of every pass-
erby, overwriting the image of his face in their visual memories
with a mask. The only people who actually saw his face were
two homeless people who weren’t cyberized. It was a whole
new kind of crime—one that was only possible in a society so
dependent on cybernetic implants.

Later, the perpetrator became known as the Laughing Man, a

name derived from the masking image he’d used to overwrite

people’s memories.
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After the kidnapping incident, Serano Genomics received a
letter from someone who claimed to have infected their micro-
machines with a virus that would provoke murders. The mis-
sive was signed “the Laughing Man.” The company’s credibility
suffered, and soon it was struggling to stay afloat.

The Japanese government decided to provide an injection of
public funds, both to rescue the jobs of the company’s employees
and to prop up the micromachine industry, an important pil-
lar of the national economy. Immediately, the Laughing Man
rescinded the threat, declaring that he was willing to “let it
g0.” Instead, he turned his attention to threatening the micro-
machine manufacturer that had replaced Serano as industry
leader.

Again, the government had rushed to the company’s aid.
This game of cat and mouse between the Laughing Man and
the government continued, involving a total of six companies
including Serano Genomics.

Even after the Laughing Man had declared his complete
withdrawal, the string of crimes remained unsolved. Six years
later, when the Laughing Man had all but faded from society’s
memory, the mysterious perpetrator had surfaced once again.

A special police team that was still investigating the Laughing
Man'’s case had come under criticism when they were revealed
to have made illicit use of Interceptors, a type of visual bugging
device. At the press conference they had called to make a public
apology, the Laughing Man had issued an assassination threat

on the police superintendent.
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On the indicated day, when the superintendent was about to
give his speech at the police academy graduation ceremony, all
hell broke loose. A delayed-action virus had been sent in
fragments through the communications system of the superin-
tendent’s bodyguards. When the virus launched, one of the
guards had attacked the superintendent with his electromag-
netic baton. Numerous self-proclaimed Laughing Men had ap-
peared throughout the hall, and each had attempted to take the
superintendent’s life.

“In that incident, we only found the fragmented, delayed-
action virus used by A. Nanao in the first bodyguard who
snapped. The rest were all clean,” Aramaki recalled.

“Yes. The other perpetrators all claimed they’d interpreted
the Laughing Man’s death threat on the superintendent as a
personal mission, and had resolved independently to obey.
They all acted simultaneously, committing the same crime with
no apparent lateral connection coordinating their behavior.
[t wasn’t so much a coordinated terrorist attack as a phenom-
enon—a stand alone complex, so to speak.”

“Do you think there’s a relationship between these cases and
the Laughing Man incidents?” he asked her.

Kusanagi let out a long exhale and looked at Aramaki. “At
first glance, Hisamitsu Shikawa’s case seems to imitate the
Laughing Man incident of six years ago—the Serano kidnap-
ping,” she replied. “But the impetus behind it seems more
shortsighted and lacking in depth. The same is true of the other

twelve cases. And there haven’t been enough incidents reported
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to qualify it as a ‘phenomenon.” Our only recourse is to inves-
tigate why teenagers with no motive have turned to terrorism
without warning. But by obtaining the disappearing memory
from the perpetrators’ cyberbrains directly after their crimes, I
think we're finally starting to make a bit of headway.”

“What’s the word on the analysis of that information?”

“Ishikawa’s conducting an exhaustive investigation focused
on examining reports of similar disabilities and memory
fragmentation.”

“This case is important, but the Micromachine Environmen-
tal Summit in Hakata is also coming up. Osmal Najif will be
attending, and we’ve been charged with his protection.”

“Osmal Najif—the man who established peace in the Mid-
dle East. There certainly has been no shortage of attempts on
his life, but from my understanding he’s managed to foil them
by always changing his schedule without warning. I thought
his protection was handled by rent-a-cops. Is Section 9 taking
over?”

“That’s right.” Aramaki hit a button on his desk and the im-
age of a man appeared on a wall-mounted screen.

Osmal Najif. He was the mediator who had brought an end
to the longstanding ethnic conflicts in the Middle East, and he
was also the spokesperson of the interim New Middle Eastern
Coalition.

He had advocated the theory that poverty breeds conflict,

and that destitution causes people to resort to terrorism. His

homeland had been a crossroads of the Opium Road, and the
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drugs refined from the poppies cultivated there had constituted
an important source of funding for the guerilla warriors. Najif
had called for the eradication of the narcotics industry, obtaining
assistance from UN forces to burn down the poppy fields. Next,
he’d worked to build a strong micromachine industry from the
ashes, providing incentives for companies to build on the rav-
aged land. He maintained that if industry could take root and
bring prosperity to the people, they would no longer be driven to
violence—a stance that drew widespread support.

“There’s a chance that the drug traffickers who lost their
incomes are plotting something. One of the domestic black mar-
kets is run by the Red Sands, an obscure international drug ring.
There’s a report that they have dealings with the Sadoyama
Group. I have Batou and company on the case already.”

“You want me to join them?”

“Is there a problem with that?”

“No. If the Good Morning Terrorist cases are ultimately just an
attempt to shake up society, we can leave them to the cops. It’s
just—"

“Tust what?”

“I get the feeling that this thing is just getting started. The
crimes have taken different forms, but the teens have all been
oriented toward the same goal—disclosure of ‘the truth.” They're
on different vectors, but radiating towards the same point. We
still don't know what their purpose is, but I sense they have an

aim of some kind, something different from that of the Laughing

Man phenomenon.”
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There was a brief silence before Aramaki responded.

“Very well. There’s bound to be parallel terrorist activity re-
lated to the summit aside from a potential attack on Najif. It’s
important that we follow up on any uncertainties. I'd like you to
continue pursuing the Good Morning Terrorist case, Major. That

will be all.”
“Roger.”

Kusanagi left the office and headed for the Dive Room. This was
the base from which they investigated cyberbrain-related crime,
and it contained several dive devices equipped with expensive
dummy barriers.

In the center of the overly air-conditioned room, one of the dive
devices was currently in use. An unkempt man with a beard was
diving the Net through one of the dummy barriers.

Kusanagi approached the dummy barrier, extended a cable
from the back of her neck, and connected it to the dive device. An
interface opened in her cyberbrain as Net information was con-
verted by her tranz and displayed in her visual field. She searched
the Net for the path Ishikawa was connected to and linked to it
with her own cyberbrain.

Youth crime.

Indiscriminate terrorism.

Laughing Man.

Virus. ..

Search information related to the teenager’s crime unfolded

continually. Ishikawa quickly organized and classified the tens of
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thousands of headings that emerged. From the profiles broad-
cast by news sites to the regular reports issued by the police
public safety surveillance networks and patrolling officers, he
collected only the information he judged to be relevant, tossing
it into his cart. Irrelevant information was loaded onto his firep-
it and eliminated. It differed from a trashcan in that items rel-
egated here were irretrievable. Ishikawa’s decisions were based
on his veteran intuition.

The process came to a halt. Kusanagi disconnected the cable
and exited the Net. Ishikawa disconnected from the dummy
barrier, removed a cigarette from the pack in his shirt pocket
and lit up, inhaling deeply. The tip of his cigarette glowed red
and turned to ash.

"Any progress?”

[shikawa responded to Kusanagi’s question with a long
stream of blue-white smoke. Before the cloud could disperse, it
was sucked away by an exhaust fan in the ceiling.

“I haven’t found anything conclusive.”

He looked at Kusanagi. Her face showed signs of exhaustion.

“Normally, memory fragmentation is more pronounced as
you go back in time,” he explained. “But in Shikawa’s case, his
memory is at 97 percent on the day of the incident. That’s where
it peaks, with dramatic memory loss during the previous 170
hours—sometimes exceeding 87 percent. With numbers like
this, it seems less like fragmentation and more like the vestig-
es of outright obliteration. Normally, if a person has memories

that are significant to them, those memories are firmly estab-
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lished in the peripheries. They survive because they’re associat-
ed with other memories. But in this cyberbrain, not even those
memories are left. They’ve been wiped out at the root.”

“How?”

“We have to look at the state of fragmentation. With a ghost
hack or some other kind of external interference, it’s possible
to delete a person’s memory without leaving behind evidence.
In these cases, however, because the interference takes place
over a longer period of time, some branches usually remain. In
a case like this where we're seeing a lot of fragmented remains,
it looks more like some kind of automatic deletion program was
loaded.”

“What about the trends in the degree of fragmentation?”

“They’re consistent with the simulation I ran. It’s probably
the same program. I don’t think there’s any point to searching

the Net further. [ want to try restoring the fragmented memory

r’

Nnow.

[shikawa pointed at the memory box sitting nearby. “This is a
backup of Shikawa’s memory. [ was going to dive into it next.”

He stretched, his tense muscles giving off a popping sound.
He was just about to don the dive equipment again when
Kusanagi stopped him.

“I'll do it. Back me up.”

Immediately, she dove into the luminous sea of information.

She found the address of Shikawa’s memory field in the frag-
mented memory and dove towards it.

The lights became denser.
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She began to feel a slight sense of mecha-pressure.

To reduce the strain, she worked to nullify her own identity
in the cyberbrain.

Conditions in the cyberbrain stabilized.

Kusanagi jumped straight to the address she’d found when
she’d dived into Shikawa’s brain back in the cyberbrain district.

Fragmented memories floated before her. Her visual field in-
terpreted the fragments as 2-D disks with pieces missing here
and there. The fine circuitry that extended from their edges was
broken, detaching them from the network that stretched across
his memory field. Kusanagi reached for one of the fragments.
She didn’t reach out her actual hand—Dbut her phantom self pro-
jected in cyberbrain space did.

T'his one looks restorable.

Her hand touched the fragment.

The fragment trembled minutely. The circuits extending from
it began to move, searching for somewhere to connect. Ku-
sanagi withdrew a cable from her own body and linked it to the
circuit. The fragment stopped trembling and its voids began to
regenerate until it was a complete disk.

Now it was transforming into a moving image.

<lIs 1t a visual memory?>

Kusanagi replayed the image.

She searched for memories that recorded information drawn
from Shikawa’s sensory organs while emulating projected mem-
ories based on the memory fragments, projecting the data as

visual information. It replayed at the speed of a time-lapse

f1lm.
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Related memories began to connect together to form moving
images. They weren't like the vivid mental pictures that could
be spun together from threads of memory, but rather memories
recorded and accumulated as information in the cyberbrain.

The image of a woman took shape. She wore a white shirt that
was unbuttoned down the front. Striking a suggestive pose, she
beckoned to the viewer.

<No reality here.>

From what she knew of Shikawa’s lifestyle, Kusanagi found it
doubtful that the memory was based on personal experience.

<Probably a store-bought memory from one of those Dreameries.>
[shikawa commented. <If it has adult content, it's probably a geek
item traded through P2P channels. They started out as memory treat-
ment programs for people whose memories went out of control and
overflowed when they were cyberized. Before long, they became estab-
lished as a commercial product.>

<A highly directional pseudo-memory, huh?>

Kusanagi remembered when installing pseudo-memories in
one’s cyberbrain had been all the rage. The idea was to enjoy a
simulated physical experience recreationally by replaying piec-
es of information created by a memory designer.

Sadness, happiness, fear—these emotions were all triggered
because we associate them with the memory of certain situ-
ations. Take, for example, someone with a fear of dogs. Their
phobia is caused by a strong link between the concept of a dog
and a frightening memory of being barked at or bitten. In or-
der to overcome their fear, all the subject needs to do is sever

the link between the concept of a dog and the traumatic experi-
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ence in his memory. Conversely, if he acquires a large number
of pleasant memories pertaining to dogs, the sight of a dog will
begin to trigger feelings of happiness.

Soon, these memory-inducement programs developed for med-
ical purposes gave rise to a slew of pseudo-memory products.

When people dream, an internal mechanism sorts through
their memories, deciding what to forget and what to store. By
grafting in pieces of information among the memories slated for
storage, it was possible to induce certain dreams.

These pseudo-memories differed from movies in that the
same program could create different content when influenced
by the will of the user. The ability to have dreams that ended
differently each time became a popular mode of entertainment
in the cyberbrain age. The businesses that sold these pseudo-
memories became known as Dreameries.

When Dreameries first emerged, many people were drawn by
the novelty of the phenomenon. But now the industry was sup-
ported only by a niche of fanatics, and even that market was
dwindling.

Kusanagi began to replay the memory fragment. It was most-
ly visual information, although other sensory stimuli cropped
up occasionally. So, this was the kind of thing this Shikawa kid
was 1nto.

<What's this?>

The fragment changed color.

This was no longer the adult entertainment she had been

viewing,
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A group of skyscrapers loomed in the rain.

<Ishikawa, find the buildings that correspond to this layout.>

<I'm already on it. It's a group of towers in Zone B4 of the Nithama
Cyberbrain District,> Ishikawa responded.

<The graphic content 1s unstable. This region of his memory needs
moving imagery to make sense,> he observed.

The still images were choppy, but they began to connect to-
gether. This seemed to be a less-fragmented region.

The footage was shaky. There was a feeling of intoxication, as
if a drug or drug-like program were at work.

The deserted space behind a building.

Cables radiated from an enormous hub mounted on a wall. It
looked like the center of a spider’s nest. It was unclear whether
they were viewing the image from above or below.

<Where are we now?> Kusanagi asked Ishikawa.

. <I can’t determine the exact site. We're probably at one of the Net
infrastructure relay points in the cyberbrain district, but there are a lot
of locations that look like this.>

Someone was standing in front of the image of the hub.

The person was veiled by a field of concentrated static, as if to
deliberately conceal him- or herself.

Kusanagi concentrated the focus of the reconstruction on
the person. The static cleared up and the figure came into clear
view. It was a teenager.

<A girl right around Shikawa’s age. No, wait—it’s a boy.>

The boy was androgynous, with delicate features. He seemed

to be smiling at them.
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The boy reached out his arm. He was holding a gun.

[t was a Smith and Wesson Chief Special—the same model
Shikawa had used.

He proffered the gun with the grip towards them. This wasn't
an attack—he was giving Shikawa the gun.

Shikawa took it.

Through the information she was receiving, Kusanagi could
feel the weight and texture of the gun in her right hand.

Darkness.

The image had blacked out.

“Did you find something?”

[shikawa was looking at Kusanagi.

“Ishikawa, get me info on that boy in the image I reconstruct-
ed. He was a minor. The quickest way’ll be to search the MHLW
records.”

“Roger.”

[shikawa dived into the Net. A submonitor displayed his
search process.

In principle, every person living in Japan was registered in
the healthcare Net of the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Wel-
fare. Nowadays, however, there were an increasing number of
unregistered children due to illegal immigration. If that was
one such case, they’'d have to do more legwork. But from the
memory they’d seen, the boy looked like a kid from an ordinary
lower- or middle-class home.

The submonitor showed a search based on the boy’s facial in-

formation. Since adolescents grow quickly, Ishikawa broadened
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the search to allow for a degree of change in the boy’s features.
Eye position, nose position, eye color, nose and lip shape, jaw
line—item by item, the search narrowed its parameters.

“Got it.” Ishikawa released the dive terminal.

The boy’s face appeared on the submonitor.

His face was younger—his registration must have been out of
date. But it was unquestionably the same face as that of the boy
in the memory:.

“Can we see some data?”

“I'll pull it up on the monitor.” A stream of text appeared on
the screen.

Name: Satoru Sakami. Date of birth: June 3, 2014. Date of
death: October 22, 2024.

“Death?” Kusanagi asked Ishikawa.

“Yeah, he’s dead. Died in a plane crash. Remember when that
commuter plane from Sapporo to Niihama crashed during a
typhoon? He was one of the victims.”

“As I recall, JNA flight 123 was carrying 176 passengers. They
lost contact with it during the storm,” Kusanagi reflected. “Six-
ty minutes later, an SDF search plane found the pieces awash in
the Sea of Japan.”

“The accident was attributed to a mechanical problem, but
the airline claimed it was a natural disaster and refused to ad-
mit any failure on the part of the pilot or the plane,” Shikawa
recalled. “They never reached a consensus with the victim’s
families regarding compensation.”

“Then who was that boy Shikawa saw?”
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“Maybe it was a ghost,” Ishikawa shrugged.

“Please review the records of the accident. Find out if there’s
any possibility that he washed up on shore or wasn’t on the
plane and could still be alive.” Kusanagi turned on her heels
and headed out of the computer room.

“I can do that—but where’re you going?” Ishikawa called af-
ter her.

“The Niithama Cyberbrain District. There’s something there,
right?”
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A rancid smell met Kazei’s nostrils.

He had been to the sub-levels of the Cyberbrain District a
number of times, even before getting his cyberbrain, but he
didn’t think he’d ever get used to the stench.

Unshaven middle-aged men lay in the corners, their clothes
shiny and black with grime. It was hard to tell if they were dead
or alive. There weren't just one or two of them, either—they
were everywhere. Not just on the streets, but under external
air-conditioning units, fire escapes, and the cables that crawled
on the surface of the buildings, all of which provided optimal
shelter from the chill of the night. To them, the stench was the
city’s atmosphere.

The sun would set soon.

Kazei’s breath was white.

In this city of skyscrapers, the sub-levels were like an arch-
itectural valley. The light was dim and the temperature was al-

ready dropping. The pavement was still wet from yesterday’s
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rain, causing the air to feel even chillier than usual. As the elec-
tric billboards and signs began to light up the tops of the build-
ings, the city floor grew darker still.

There was no vitality here—only chaos and the decrepitude
of reality. That was why the people living here looked to the
Net to seek hope.

And I'm one of them, Kazei thought.

He looked up from the narrow alley at the buildings above
him. Multiple thin cables ran back and forth between the build-
ings. The buildings were all supposedly equipped with secu-
rity systems, but cyberized refugees and drifters still managed
to live in the fully automatic maintenance corridors. They were
probably the ones splicing into the cables to access the Net.

The Net ruled the city. It was a system in which a person
without a cyberbrain had no hope of leading a decent life. The
shape of the brain waves emitted by a cyberbrain served as a
sort of cybernetic brain fingerprint, and they were nicknamed
“cyberprints” and even used to confirm their owners’ identi-
ties. Most of the paper media that filled the city was printed
in code, allowing much more information to be crammed onto
one sheet than was possible with conventional text. To the un-
cyberized, it was nothing but an indecipherable scrawl.

Perhaps everything in the world would one day be replaced

by a value. Not just memories and events, but emotions and

dreams, too.

“Where're we going?” Takegawa called. He'd followed Kazei,

trailing after him.

“I don’t know,” Kazei answered without turning his head.
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“Let’s go to a Dreamery then! At times like this, a dream and
a good sleep are just the thing.”

“A dream, huh? I'm not really into that. They’re too contrived
or something.”

“Yeah, well, they are pseudo-memories . . . You haven't ever
had a Realie, right?”

“A Realie?”

“Yeah, you know . . . raw.
“But that’s illegal!”
“Yeah . . . ” Takegawa trotted to catch up to Kazei and put

r’

his arm around his shoulder. “I can’t say this too loud . . . Most
designer-created pseudo-memories are overacted and predict-
able. But Realies are as exciting as peeking into another person’s
memory. You should try it at least once.”
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