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    Part One: Tatsu 
 
    Chiba Refugee Zone, Japan, 7th July 2099. 
 
    There was a crowd gathered outside the incident exclusion area. If you posted an IEA, you could always expect a crowd to gather outside it. Live, free entertainment was a rarity in Chiba and the population would take any opportunity to enjoy it. Given the nature of life in the Chiba Refugee Zone, if bullets started flying, it would probably not clear out the onlookers. 
 
    Tatsu Yamada shouldered her way through the people, crossed the imaginary boundary of the IEA, and headed straight for the nearest police uniform she spotted. ‘What’s happening, Seki?’ 
 
    The man turned, ready to bite a civilian’s head off from the look of it. His expression shifted almost instantly as he recognised Tatsu. He was a senior officer, on the Chiba beat for over five years which meant he had been there longer than Tatsu had, poor bastard. He had certainly been there last year when Tatsu had become briefly famous, among the local cops at least, for taking down a gang pretty much on her own. One of the local tongs had got a little too assertive, and Tatsu had dismantled it. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Yamada,’ Seki said. ‘Robbery went wrong. Some ketō’s taken hostages. He’s using one as a shield. We have a special tactics team coming.’ 
 
    ‘He’s armed?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘A pistol. Not a big one, but it’ll make a mess of the hostage.’ 
 
    ‘Fine.’ Tatsu paused briefly so that it looked like she was considering the situation. ‘Tell the special tactics team to go find some fun elsewhere. I’ll handle this.’ 
 
    ‘You sure? Want a vest?’ Seki grimaced slightly and, before Tatsu could respond, he waved the comment away. ‘Forget I asked.’ 
 
    Tatsu smirked as she walked toward the shop at the centre of the incident. It was a generic 24-hour store, pretty much identical to any of a thousand you could find anywhere in the city. A thousand was probably a massive underestimate. You could not walk a block without finding something like that. The robber had probably been after booze; cash was a thing of the past, so robbing stores was something you did to get something material you could not afford. Alcohol was a popular choice. The store had an all-glass frontage with a display of manga and magazines off to the left of the door. Most people read that kind of thing online, but the stand drew people in to read for free and then maybe buy something before they left. Tatsu looked in through the glass door, then she pushed it open and walked in as though she was just there to shop. 
 
    The interior was your typical, fairly narrow local shop. Shelves were lined up and packed with goods. Markers on the floor suggested a route through for safe social distancing, but no one had really done that in decades. Off to her right was the service counter with the till toward the back. The man with the snub-nosed pistol pressed to a young woman’s head was beside the till and looking freaked out. Sweat was running down his face. He was terrified. Young, probably under twenty, he had probably done this on a dare from friends – if you could call them that – and now he was holding hostages and the police were coming in to arrest him. Moron. He was doing his best to keep as much of the hostage’s body between him and the door. His best was not great. He had two more people lying on the floor off to his right, Tatsu’s left. The unlucky shop assistant on duty was cowering behind the counter with her arms over her head. 
 
    ‘W-w-what are you doing?! Can’t you see I’ve got a hostage here?’ The robber looked like he was Chinese. The hostage probably was too. There was a higher population of Chinese around this part of Chiba. 
 
    ‘I’m Sergeant Yamada,’ Tatsu told the robber. ‘With the police, in case the title isn’t enough for you to figure that out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not s-stupid. Get out of here before–’ 
 
    ‘Could’ve fooled me, kid. You come in here with a toy gun and expect to walk away with something for you and your friends to get drunk on, right? Everyone knows that these places are monitored.’ She waved a hand at the security cameras overhead which gave a very good view of the entire shop. ‘Then you grab hostages when the police show up instead of running for it. You wouldn’t have got far, true, but now you’re stuck and you’re going to die unless you give up now.’ 
 
    ‘If anyone comes in here, I’ll k–’ 
 
    ‘Kill the hostage?’ Tatsu shook her head sadly. ‘So, you kill her, I kill you, the world is down two ketō and I probably get a bonus. Do you honestly think I give one shit whether you blow away another shiftless parasite like you?’ She started walking forward at a slow, steady pace. ‘I’m Japanese. I work for a living. I didn’t turn up here with no money and no clue to sponge off the state. You want to put a bullet in her head? Another one just like you? Not only are you a useless coward, hiding behind a woman, but you’re not even loyal.’ 
 
    The robber’s arm straightened, moving the pistol away from the girl’s temple and lining it up with Tatsu. ‘Stay back!’ 
 
    ‘Or what?’ Two metres. Tatsu was two metres away from her target and she had not been shot yet. It couldn’t last. ‘A coward like you isn’t going to–’ 
 
    The pistol went off. In the confines of the shop, it sounded loud. The sound of the glass behind Tatsu breaking as the bullet went through it was almost lost in the echoes of the shot. At two metres, he had missed. Tatsu stepped forward again and he pulled frantically at the trigger. Three rounds left the barrel: one of them put another hole in the safety glass while two hit Tatsu in the chest. She ignored the impacts and reached out, grabbing the pistol in her left hand. He tried to pull free, achieving nothing, and then Tatsu twisted her hand counterclockwise and he let out a shriek of pain as the ligaments in his wrist tore. He lurched sideways, moving with the twist, and Tatsu slammed her right fist into his face. And that was all it took. 
 
    Tatsu turned slightly, just in time to catch the hostage, a slight girl of maybe sixteen with straight, jet-black hair down to her shoulders. ‘Are you okay?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘D-don’t touch me,’ the girl replied, though she was in no state to do anything about being held up by Tatsu’s arm. ‘You would have let him k-kill me.’ 
 
    ‘No. I wouldn’t have allowed that. I needed to get closer to him and have him focus on me. I made him remember that he was using a fellow refugee as a shield while a Japanese woman insulted him. You stopped being a hostage and I became his target. He can shoot me with this pop gun all he likes. And you can hate me all you like but do it because I’m a cyborg or a cop, not because you think I was trying to get you killed.’ 
 
    The girl pushed her legs straight and Tatsu allowed her to stand on her own. Dark eyes looked up into Tatsu’s silver-grey ones for a second or two. ‘I guess I can do that. You really don’t dislike us, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Not every Japanese does. Which is it, cyborg or cop?’ 
 
    The girl grinned a little. It was a wary sort of grin, as though she expected circumstances to change at any moment. And they probably would when the rest of the police outside stormed in. ‘Who says I have to pick either?’ 
 
    Tatsu looked away, using the excuse of checking the other hostages to avoid the girl’s eyes. ‘Well, it’s not like I’m forcing you to or anything.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The view from Tatsu’s window was not exactly picturesque. Someone being generous might have described it as Gothic Industrial. The Chiba Refugee Zone was heavily industrialised, even when it came to the housing. Everything looked like a factory or an oil refinery or some combination. Neon signs and video billboards decorated the upper storeys. Down at street level, the advertising was generally virtual, but you did still get neon in the shop signs. Metal gantries bridged the gap between buildings at various levels because going all the way down to cross a street was a pain. She could see people walking the bridges, even this close to midnight; Chiba did not so much sleep as pretend to snooze while watching its drink. 
 
    If the people on the bridges had bothered to look her way, they might have spotted Tatsu watching the world go by. She was sitting on the only seat, a padded stool, in her apartment, looking out through a window which took up a lot of the outer wall. She was about to go to bed, so she was naked, but she cared not what anyone might see through the window. Soon, she would turn off the lights, lie down on her narrow bed, and get some sleep. But not just yet. She wanted to watch the city a little longer. 
 
    ‘You should go out more.’ 
 
    The voice had come from behind her, but there was no one reflected in the window. Tatsu could see her own dim reflection there, but no one else. That meant… ‘I know you’re seen as something of a mother figure, Izanami, but you’re not mine.’ 
 
    ‘It’s polite to look at someone when you’re talking to them.’ 
 
    ‘It’s also polite to request admittance before entering someone’s bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. I suppose you have me there.’ 
 
    Tatsu twisted in her seat to look at Izanami. What she saw was a tall, very slim, very attractive Japanese woman in a kimono. Izanami’s most memorable feature was her straight, black, very long hair. You got the impression when looking at her that she had just stepped out of some piece of old Japanese art. It was a virtual image, of course. ‘Did you drop in just to check on my social life?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I worry about you, Tatsu.’ 
 
    ‘You have a hundred million other people to worry about. I don’t need personal service.’ 
 
    ‘How many times have we had this argument?’ Izanami sounded a little exasperated. 
 
    ‘However many it was before plus one.’ Tatsu turned back to the view from her window. ‘I’m watching the city for a few minutes before I turn in.’ 
 
    ‘At least you’re planning to get some sleep. But you should go out more. All work makes Tatsu a dull girl, you know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll get laid at the weekend. Happy now?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose I’ll have to be.’ 
 
    Tatsu did not look back to check that Izanami was no longer there, but she was sure the image was gone. Izanami was like that: appear from nowhere and vanish just as quickly. It was sort of endearing, in a creepy way. 
 
    Sending instructions to her apartment’s management system darkened the window to opacity, shut off the lights, and lowered the bed into its sleeping position. Lying down on the fold-out, lightly padded platform, she pulled the sheet over her body and closed her eyes. She was asleep in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Tokyo, 8th July. 
 
    You could not really ask for much more of a contrast than there was between Shibuya and Chiba. Well, both were fairly high-rise. Both had plenty of tall buildings, many of them housing some of the nearly sixty million people who lived in the Tokyo–Yokohama–Chiba metropolitan area. But to look at, the two districts were poles apart. Chiba was a sullen place, all dark colours and grubby metalwork, brightened only by shop signs and advertisements. Shibuya gleamed in the July morning sunlight. 
 
    The huge, black, almost insect-like motorcycle which drew up outside one of the gleaming tower blocks looked out of place. It was pretty much impossible to drive out of Chiba and accidently end up here, but that was what you might have thought had happened on first examination. However, the rider seemed to be all purpose as she dismounted and stowed her helmet away under the seat. She regarded the doorman hurrying toward her in a suit so tightly pressed you could have cut fog with it and waited. 
 
    ‘You can’t park that there!’ The doorman’s eyes scanned up and down Tatsu’s one hundred and seventy centimetres with a look of solid disapproval. She could not entirely blame him; it was not like she had gone out of her way to blend in. It was not like she had taken any effort at all. She was, according to relatively unbiased opinion, an attractive woman. Not beautiful, maybe, but certainly attractive. Her long legs were made longer by twenty centimetres of heel decorating purple thigh-high boots. Her hips could have been wider; her waist was quite narrow enough. There was muscle apparent wherever flesh was exposed and the high-hipped, purple leotard she wore exposed a reasonable amount of flesh. Her large breasts showed through the glossy material the leotard was made from. The doorman’s eyes had lingered there briefly, and he had had even more difficulty maintaining his composure. Over the leotard, she wore tight, black shorts, a shrug which appeared to be armoured leather over her shoulders and forearms, and a sort of jacket which covered her back and the sides of her breasts but left the front entirely exposed. Her personal weapon, a four-millimetre gauss machine pistol, was attached to a clip on the side of this harness/jacket. Her face was angular, her jawline strong. She had a straight nose which was a little on the flat side, full lips painted purple, and catlike eyes coloured a silvery blue highlighted by purple eyeshadow. Her hair was cut into a short bob, longer over her cheeks, and it was coloured in various shades of purple. She looked absolutely nothing like a resident of the high-rent building she had arrived at. 
 
    ‘I can,’ Tatsu said, ‘and I have. And you’ll leave it right where it is until I come out.’ 
 
    ‘Hoodlums–’ he began, stopping as Tatsu produced her ID and pushed it into his face. 
 
    ‘I won’t necessarily disagree about that description, but I’m a hoodlum with a badge. Leave the bike where it is.’ She started toward the lobby of the tower, hanging her ID in her cleavage as she went. ‘Oh, the security system is… aggressive. If you do try to move it, I won’t be responsible for your safety.’ 
 
    The message that had dragged Tatsu down from Chiba had indicated that she was to attend apartment 3205. Not right at the top, but taking the stairs was out. She walked through the bright, airy foyer ignoring the glares of the people at the reception desk to go on to where there was a bank of elevators. Her badge got her a car to ride up to the thirty-second floor and the apartment was pretty obvious as soon as she stepped out: it would be the one with the two uniformed officers standing outside it. 
 
    The apartment made hers look like a shoe box. She was guessing at three bedrooms, but the lounge by itself had ten times the floor space of her entire home. It was plush. Lots of light colours in the paintwork and furniture, and there was a massive picture window looking out toward Yoyogi Park. There was a huge screen mounted on one wall and a massive painting mounted on another. The latter was a nude of a very attractive woman with blonde hair who Tatsu thought she should recognise. She was not coming up with an immediate identity, however, so she set a search running. 
 
    The room had more than its share of cops in it too. Technicians were examining everything there was to examine, a couple of uniforms were standing by in case they were needed, and there were men and women in suits wearing police armbands, all of them seemingly deferring to one man in a grey suit. Tatsu gave him a few seconds to see whether he would notice her. He did not, and none of the others seemed to want to mention the woman in the risqué outfit who had walked in. 
 
    ‘What the hell am I doing here, Nakano?’ Tatsu asked loudly. ‘My beat’s Chiba and this place is so far from there it might as well be on the moon.’ 
 
    Sergeant Kenzo Nakano looked around and gave Tatsu a scowl. ‘You couldn’t have worn something suitable, Yamada?’ 
 
    ‘This is suitable. For where I’m supposed to be. Why am I here?’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ He stepped closer, reaching into a pocket for a plastic evidence bag. Nakano was a bit of a stiff. He was thirty-four, according to his records, and a career detective. He had studied criminology at university, and he had been climbing the ranks ever since. He was good-looking, fit, and firmly muscled under that suit. His hair was jet black, his eyes were dark brown, and he kept himself well-groomed. Even his tie was subdued. All that being said, he was a good detective. If he could lighten up even once, Tatsu might have liked him. 
 
    He held up the bag and Tatsu found herself looking at a business card with a handwritten message on the back: This vile foreigner deserved much worse. Okay… Nakano flipped the bag around and Tatsu found herself looking at her name. Well, the only thing on the face of the card was a single kanji. It was the same one Tatsu used for her first name. There were numerous ways to write ‘Tatsu,’ but this was the one she used. 
 
    ‘Where were you between eleven thirty last night and half past midnight?’ Nakano asked. 
 
    ‘Contemplating the stupidity of detectives in Tokyo through my apartment window. Then sleeping. You can verify that with my building’s security, if you really feel the need. You got me down here to look at a card?’ 
 
    Nakano glowered at her briefly and then shrugged. ‘Not really. You’re not dumb enough to sign your work, but you needed to see that as well as the victim.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t get it, Nakano. This is way out of my area. Why am I being brought in on a case in this–’ She stopped as her search produced a result. Paintings were always a little off, so the match was only eighty-nine percent, but it was clear enough to her when she put the ID image against the painting. ‘This is Anastas Zima’s apartment?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Nakano replied. ‘He’s in the kitchen. Come on.’ 
 
    Anastas Zima had managed to escape Russia with enough gold and jewels to set himself up pretty well when he arrived in Japan. His wife of forty-odd years had, sadly, not made it, so he had consoled himself with Taisiya, the woman in the painting, who was twenty years younger than him and had a bust which gave Tatsu a run for her money. Tatsu knew that Zima ran extortion and drug operations in Chiba, along with some of the less legal forms of prostitution, but she, like all those who had tried, had never managed to pin him for any of it. Rumour had it that he liked underage girls. Under the circumstances, maybe suggesting that she had killed the man was not that much of a stretch… 
 
    ‘A sword?’ Tatsu asked as soon as she laid eyes on the body. ‘That’s rare these days.’ 
 
    ‘Who said it was a sword?’ Nakano asked in return. 
 
    ‘You’re smarter than this, Nakano. Stop trying to pin it on me. The visual evidence says it was a sword. Hey, you’re a kendoka, right? Maybe you killed him.’ 
 
    Nakano gave a sniff. ‘I was at home with my sister last night. I have a solid alibi.’ 
 
    ‘So do I, but I’m only going to use it if you really get pushy about it. Check the security records.’ She narrowed her eyes and looked down at the body which was now lying in a body bag in the middle of the kitchen floor. The kitchen was huge. Somehow, Tatsu doubted that Taisiya was that into cooking. ‘Where’s the wife?’ 
 
    ‘Bedroom. He didn’t quite cut her head off…’ 
 
    Tatsu gave a small grimace. ‘Anastas goes for a drink of water. Someone cuts him across the chest and then runs the blade through his heart. Then they go to the bedroom and kill Taisiya. Damn, she wasn’t even thirty.’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-eight. No family.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Rumour says she was no angel, but still… Then they leave that card at the scene. I’ve never heard of any assassin using the sign of the dragon as a calling card. Whoever it is, they’re new.’ 
 
    Nakano nodded. ‘We haven’t come up with any like-crimes yet, so you’re probably right. “Sign of the dragon,” huh?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the kanji for the astrological dragon. Don’t ask me why my parents used that for my name. And you can’t ask them. You want me to chase up the Chiba end of this? See if any of his, um, business rivals might have decided to take him out?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much that I want you to than that Sakurada Gate wants you to.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ 
 
    ‘Though, if you bend my arm, I’d have to admit this’ll go easier with someone who knows what’s going on up there.’ 
 
    Tatsu allowed herself a wry grin. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’ 
 
    Chiba. 
 
    The Hole was one of the best places in Chiba to gather information, if you were tough enough. Officially, the nightclub was called the Hole in the Wall, but the only people who called it that were the really dumb tourists out of Tokyo looking for a wild experience in the wilds of Chiba. They usually got one. Occasionally, Tatsu was called in to deal with the aftermath. 
 
    A multi-level maze of tables, mezzanines, bars, and dance floors, The Hole was dimly lit, and you frequently found yourself walking through clouds of smoke it was unwise to breathe. Dancers of both sexes in various states of undress writhed in cages at numerous locations around the place. Generally, the higher you got, the less clothes you saw, and that applied to a lot of the patrons as well as the cage dancers. Here, Tatsu’s outfit almost appeared tame. 
 
    Tatsu walked through the club, listening. She had excellent hearing. To be more precise, she had a really good audio reception system backed up with both hardware and software signal processing, and the combination let her dissect all the conversations in her neighbourhood, picking out the details which might be useful. Izanami had said Tatsu should get out more, but this was probably not what she had meant. 
 
    The Hole was a riot of linguistics, which made life a little harder for someone seeking knowledge. Japanese, Mandarin Chinese, English, Russian, Korean, and a smattering of other languages could be heard from various points around the club. When the Russian Measles had struck and then the Cyberwar had kicked off, refugees had come from all over. The majority in Japan had been from America, Korea, China, and Russia – places it was possible to escape by boat from and end up on the Japanese coast. Tatsu was fluent in Japanese and English and could understand Russian and Mandarin well enough. For anything else, she could run a skill package, but she did not expect to need to tonight: Zima’s people were Russian. 
 
    There were, of course, people talking about Zima’s death. Most of it was ‘have you heard,’ but there was speculation. That fell into two categories: who did it and what happens now. There was little real information going around about the first question. So far, little had leaked about the manner of Zima’s death. It was known that he had been killed in his apartment. Several people seemed to know that his wife had been murdered too. No one had learned how they had died, just that they had. Zima’s apartment had good security, but there were plenty of people around who were sure that they could have got in if they had needed to. 
 
    As to the future, it seemed like there was some confusion there. Some said that Zima’s organisation would continue without him. Others said that there was movement among the other groups within Chiba and a turf war was in the offing. Tatsu did not like the thought of that last one; when she had wiped out the tong the year before, it had been necessary but it had resulted in several months of conflict as the balance of power settled. 
 
    Up on the eighth floor, the top floor as far as customers were concerned, Tatsu hit paydirt. It was well-dressed dirt, but it was definitely something you would want to clean out from under your fingernails. Grigory Vasilev was sitting at one of the tables which had a cage in the middle of it, surrounded by various other members of Zima’s gang. They were drinking and laughing and ogling the naked dancer in the cage, and if this was a wake, it was a weird one. Vasilev had been one of Zima’s key lieutenants up until this morning. You would have thought he would have a bit more feeling for his deceased boss. 
 
    ‘Boys!’ Vasilev roared as soon as he saw Tatsu walking over to their table. ‘Another dancer!’ He was speaking Russian. He had a habit of doing that around pretty much anyone who was not Russian, so Tatsu did not feel offended. He knew she would understand him, and she knew that he knew it. Basically, Vasilev was an asshole and had probably been that way while still on breast milk. 
 
    ‘You don’t seem to be mourning your boss very keenly, Grigory,’ Tatsu said in reply. 
 
    ‘In Russia, we men celebrate life and leave the lamentations to our women!’ He raised a shot glass of clear liquid. ‘Anastas!’ Everyone drank. 
 
    ‘Not that many women will lament him with Taisiya gone,’ one of the others commented. ‘Maybe spit on his grave instead.’ 
 
    ‘That is true!’ Vasilev agreed. ‘Even with a hot wife like Taisiya, Anastas was still playing the field.’ Tatsu had heard more than a few rumours about Zima’s mistresses, young and old alike. She doubted any of them would have had him murdered, however. Maybe a boyfriend or husband… 
 
    ‘Any ideas who ordered the hit?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    Vasilev’s face straightened. ‘You think I would tell you if I had?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, because if you knew and you went after them yourself, you know what I’d do.’ 
 
    ‘You are one woman, dragon lady. You took down some Chinese pussies, sure. You got lucky. You fuck with us–’ 
 
    ‘You can keep thinking that if you want, Grigory. If I decide to fuck with you– No, fucking is the last thing I have any intention of doing with you. If I decide that your organisation is dangerous, you won’t see me coming. If you get anything on the assassin, pick up a phone.’ Tatsu glanced at the dancer briefly before turning and walking away. 
 
    ‘Fuck you, cop!’ Vasilev called after her, and the others at the table laughed. 
 
    Tatsu ignored them and kept on walking. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was a little after ten at night and the air was hanging on to the heat of the day well. The alley behind the club where the staff entrance was located was poorly lit and hot. Tatsu leaned against a wall and waited, largely oblivious to both light level and temperature. Her eyes saw in frequencies a lot of people had never heard of and her body could handle a very wide temperature range. She was waiting for someone, and she could be very patient when she felt like it. 
 
    The reinforced door opened and a woman stepped through. Even with clothes on, Tatsu recognised her, and her augmented reality software quickly came up with an ID and a lot of personal data. Sachiko Kobayashi, born twentieth November twenty-eighty. Registered profession: dancer. One reprimand on record for underage prostitution. Either she had got out, or she had got better at avoiding police patrols. Her MedStat indicators showed two greens which suggested that she was physically and mentally healthy. She was attractive, maybe ten centimetres taller than Tatsu and long in the leg. Trim figure suggested regular exercise. Moderate bust. Less of the exaggeration sculpted into Tatsu’s frame. Her face was kind of flat with a small nose and deeply curved lips. Her eyes were almost black, and her hair was black not to mention long; long, slightly wavy strands of jet black fell to her hips at front and back. Her fringe almost covered moderately thick, strongly curved eyebrows. She was dressed to impress, or maybe it was for comfort. A black fishnet tank T-shirt showed off the white fishnet bra beneath. Her skirt was white, frilled in two tiers, and failed to cover her behind by a couple of centimetres though it managed to be more concealing at the front. She was also wearing thick thigh-high socks in white with black bands at the top, and transparent plastic stripper shoes with a platform and easily twenty-five centimetres of heel. 
 
    Kobayashi did not notice Tatsu initially. It was only when Tatsu stepped forward into the light from the lamp above the door that there was a reaction. The dancer recoiled, got a better look at who was there, and immediately calmed. ‘It’s you. What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘You,’ Tatsu replied. ‘For tonight. Thirty thousand yen.’ 
 
    ‘Are cops allowed to hire prostitutes?’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘Sex work in general was decriminalised in twenty-sixty-five. Assuming that all participants are eighteen years old or over.’ 
 
    ‘I know. You’re overpaying for Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll earn it.’ 
 
    ‘And I got out of that life. I just dance. And I keep bars between me and the customers.’ Kobayashi seemed to consider that a closing argument; she turned and started away. Then she paused and looked back over her shoulder. ‘But if you buy me dinner, I might consider taking you home anyway.’ 
 
    Tatsu took a couple of quick steps to close the distance. ‘Works for me.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Kobayashi was a cheap date. They went to a burger place not far from the club. The dancer did order a double-layered burger, fries, and a soda, but it was not exactly putting a dent in Tatsu’s budget. They ate at a table in the shop since Kobayashi was still deciding how the evening would go. 
 
    Kobayashi frowned at the basic-looking burger Tatsu had ordered. ‘That… looks weird. And not very appetising.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt you’d like it. Since we’re here and they do cyborg food, I’m eating with you.’ 
 
    Kobayashi’s expressive eyebrows rose. ‘You’re a cyborg?’ 
 
    ‘Full-body prosthetic. Everything’s metal and plastic aside from my brain.’ 
 
    There was some thoughtful chewing. ‘I’ve never done a cyborg. Not a full-body one anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Does that make it more or less likely that we’ll end up in bed?’ 
 
    More chewing. Kobayashi was having to think about it, which was not a great sign. ‘Less, but I’m not letting that stop me. I haven’t decided whether you’re getting any yet anyway.’  
 
    Cyborgs had something of a complex status in society. Obvious cybernetics were viewed as either an indication of poverty or just plain weird. Those with fully prosthetic bodies had a reputation for violence since a lot had been used in the war, or people just had trouble dealing with the idea of a human brain in a robot body. 
 
    ‘I’m aware. I have an ulterior motive for asking anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘I want to know if Vasilev knows who killed his boss. I’m wondering whether you heard anything while they were at your table. People tend to forget dancers have ears.’ 
 
    Kobayashi frowned. ‘I try not to hear what the customers are saying. I don’t want to know.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure, but I bet you hear things anyway. If Vasilev starts a war over this, Chiba’s going to end up in a mess. I just want to head trouble off before it starts.’ 
 
    More thoughtful chewing, with added frown. ‘I don’t think he knows. No, I’m sure he doesn’t. They were throwing names around. All of them were dismissed. They’re as in the dark as you are. After you left, Vasilev told the others not to do anything unless they were sure they knew who issued the contract.’ 
 
    ‘They’re sure it was professional?’ 
 
    ‘Seemed like it to me.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. It had looked professional. It had looked skilled and professional, and they had used a sword. Yakuza? Had Vasilev put his foot on the wrong toes outside of Chiba? That was really Nakano’s problem, but she would mention it to him. She turned off her sense of taste and bit into her burger; the things were better tasting than the nutrition bars she normally ate, but not that much better. 
 
    ‘I’ve decided,’ Kobayashi said. Her burger was gone, and she was eating fries from the paper carton with a rather delicate, deliberate action which was weirdly sensual. 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘Whether you’re getting lucky. You are.’ 
 
    Tatsu gave Kobayashi a wry sort of smile. ‘Not bothered about me being a machine then?’ 
 
    ‘I am, but I’m curious. And you’re hot. You better be good.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve never had any complaints…’ 
 
    9th July. 
 
    ‘I’m complaining,’ Kobayashi gasped. 
 
    ‘You are?’ Tatsu crawled out from between the dancer’s legs and then up the bed to lie beside her. 
 
    ‘Yes. Don’t you ever get tired? If we keep this up, you’re going to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘I get sleepy. I need as much sleep as anyone else. My muscles are reactive fibres and motorised actuators. They don’t get fatigued.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t your batteries run down or something?’ 
 
    ‘I have a fuel cell. It needs refuelling once a month and maintenance is weeks away.’ 
 
    ‘Shit. You are going to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘The paperwork would be a pain. You’re safe. We’ll take a shower and then get some sleep.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to make me fuck in the shower.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t make you do anything. But we are going to have sex in there, sure.’ 
 
    Kobayashi sighed. ‘I guess I’ll die happy.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘How did you end up in Chiba?’ Tatsu asked. She was watching Kobayashi eat. Kobayashi’s apartment was not too bad. It was basically identical to Tatsu’s since a lot of the housing in Chiba had been put up using the same government plans when they had realised how bad the refugee problem was getting. It was a single room, about three metres by two with a chunk taken out of the corner opposite the window for a ‘sanitation cubicle.’ This was a metal frame holding textured, translucent plastic panels containing the shower, sink, and toilet. Both sink and toilet came out of the wall when you needed them. Very space efficient. The bed folded up against the wall on one side, and you pretty much had to fold it up to get to the door which took up the rest of the back wall. You could also fold up the desk into the opposite wall from the bed, covering the entertainment screen as you did so. Storage came in the form of drop-down bins which emerged from the ceiling when needed. Very compact, very cheap. The main difference between Kobayashi’s place and Tatsu’s was that the dancer kept hers cleaner. 
 
    ‘I slept with the wrong guy,’ Kobayashi replied. ‘I mean, anyone was the wrong guy since I was fifteen, but it turned out he was really the wrong guy. I got pregnant and his family blocked any attempts to prove he was the father. My parents kicked me out for shaming the family name. Chiba was about the only place I could go.’ 
 
    ‘I, um, don’t see a kid.’ 
 
    ‘No. I lost the baby at seven months. My parents “neglected” to transfer my UBI payments to me for six months. I was malnourished and working any way I could to eat. I had a miscarriage. So, I was out on the streets and angry at just about everyone. I ended up on my back, of course. I’m sure you scanned my record.’ Kobayashi did not seem too angry about it now, but Tatsu could imagine the furious teenager she had been. 
 
    ‘Yeah. That stuff is automatic if I access someone’s ID data.’ 
 
    ‘I know it’s not legal, but I didn’t have anything else I could sell.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not actually judging. If you’re Japanese and in Chiba, there’s usually a bad story behind it.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so. Anyway, I got into the dancing gig at The Hole and got out of the other stuff. I don’t take drugs and I only drink in moderation. I make rent every month and I can feed myself every day. It’s not that bad a life. How did you end up working in Chiba? Who did you piss off?’ 
 
    ‘No one. I asked for it.’ 
 
    Kobayashi grinned. ‘If I’d known you were into masochism, I’ve got this great dominatrix outfit I made…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. Chiba fits me better. You made a dominatrix outfit?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Kobayashi pointed up at the ceiling lighting panel, behind which was her storage unit. ‘I made a bunch of costumes back when I was in the business. Schoolgirl, maid, that kind of thing. I just never felt like throwing them out. I make most of my own clothes too. Before you ask, I tried selling some to other people, but it’s just about impossible to compete with the automated factories.’ 
 
    ‘No, I know that. You need to be able to provide a service people can’t get otherwise. Or be a famous designer.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. And famous designers don’t come from Chiba.’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘There have been a couple who got lucky with a fashion trend, but you’re basically correct. It’s not easy being human these days. Universal basic income was brought in because it’s hard to find work generally, and it’s worse in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘Bet that makes your job harder.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t exactly help, no.’ 
 
    Tokyo. 
 
    ‘We have all the forensic reports in,’ Nakano said. ‘They’re in the case database.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded across the desk at him. They were in Nakano’s office in Sakurada Gate, otherwise known as Tokyo Police Headquarters. It was named for the gate in the Imperial Palace which it sat opposite, and it was actually the second building to occupy the role and location. The first had been destroyed in the war. The city had taken the opportunity to modernise and rationalise, so Sakurada Gate now housed the National Police Agency HQ, the offices of the National Public Safety Commission, and a few other smaller agencies. It was a thirty-five-storey building covering its entire block, with a heliport and anti-aircraft defences on the roof. The exterior was clad in white stone, but beneath that was a heavily reinforced structure capable of withstanding a siege. Nakano’s office had a window overlooking the palace – if you craned your neck – and was bright and very clean. Tidy. Nakano’s office was very tidy. 
 
    ‘Want to give me the summary?’ Tatsu asked. She was wondering how Nakano managed to keep his office so tidy rather than what was in the reports. Her office in the Chiba HQ building was also tidy, but that was because she was never in it. 
 
    ‘There’s not much to summarise, so sure. The weapon was a curved blade, probably between thirty and fifty centimetres in length. A wakizashi blade would fit, but they’re not making any call on that.’ 
 
    ‘Metallurgy?’ 
 
    ‘No traces to analyse. No indications of a ceramic blade either. “No traces” just about sums up the whole report. No fingerprints other than those of the victims. No body fluids, other than the blood of the victims, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘That’s odd.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Well, from the state of the bed, I figured Zima had been enjoying his wife’s company prior to his death, possibly with a third party. I’d have expected body fluids to be fairly prolific. I’m guessing, but I’d suspect that a nanocleanser was used to remove DNA and fingerprints.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… a good point. A third party?’ 
 
    ‘It was not a secret that Zima played the field. He had several mistresses, despite having a hot, young wife. Less rumoured was that he liked his women a lot younger and that he liked to share some of his conquests with Taisiya. She was a “hot wife” in more ways than one.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Right. Well, a jammer was used to stop their implants from reporting the deaths, so there was no chance of revival by the time they were discovered, and their implants were also dead, so there’s no chance of recovering sensory data. The apartment’s computer system was blanked using a military-grade virus, so we aren’t getting sensor data from the apartment either.’ 
 
    ‘And, coincidentally, any evidence of Zima’s criminal activities is gone too.’ 
 
    Nakano nodded. ‘True. It could be someone cleaning up a mess. There were rumours that Zima had a number of clients in Tokyo and Yokohama.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. He did. How did the killer get in?’ 
 
    ‘We have no idea. The computer data is gone, but there are no signs of forced entry anywhere. If Zima let him in, there’s no security record of a visitor and no video of anyone unusual entering the lobby. The place is big on privacy, so the corridors aren’t covered.’ 
 
    ‘So, we’re looking for a ninja. He uses a sword, is invisible, and walks through walls.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even joke about that.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s joking? Walking through walls, I’ll grant you, isn’t possible. At least, not without demolishing the wall. However, modern active camouflage is good enough to get you past security sensors. You can practically walk up to someone and tap them on the nose, if you’re good enough.’ 
 
    ‘I still don’t think that’s what happened.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Tatsu conceded. ‘Zima probably had a way of getting people in past the building’s security. He let his killer in and didn’t want it known about. Could be one of his own crew, there for a secret meeting. Could be one of those toys he shares with his wife…’ 
 
    ‘What have you been able to find out?’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. ‘Mostly negatives. There’s a lot of speculation about who might have done it, but nothing worth following up. It would pay to run the boyfriends and husbands of any women associated with Zima. He generally didn’t care much whether his toys came with baggage. And I’ve heard nothing, but maybe your crime intel people can come up with something outside Chiba which could have resulted in bad feelings?’ 
 
    ‘They’re on it.’ 
 
    ‘Good. His gang doesn’t know who did it. Looks like Grigory Vasilev is taking Zima’s place, but I doubt Vasilev would off his boss for the promotion. They work a lot on internal loyalty. You don’t betray your friends with that bunch. I dropped a subtle hint that they should leave any reprisals to the police, but if they figure out who ordered the hit, they’ll try to take them out themselves.’ 
 
    Nakano nodded. ‘Of course. To be honest, I’d expect no less. A lot of these criminal groups are fraternal.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a sorority in Chiba, but I take your point. I’ll keep an eye on them, but I don’t get the feeling they’re going to be ahead of us on this one. None of the noises around Chiba sound like anything other than baseless rumour. Nothing clicks.’ 
 
    Nakano sighed. ‘And my clean-up rate was looking pretty good.’ 
 
    ‘You should move to Chiba. When I attend a scene with a body, I usually have the one responsible bleeding out from the knife wounds he got making the body.’ She paused, looking thoughtful. ‘Of course, we have more gun crime. You’ve got more chance of getting shot.’ 
 
    ‘Not that that bothers you. You’ve got armour under that skin that you’re still showing too much of.’ 
 
    Tatsu ignored the prod. ‘Of course I’m bothered,’ she said. ‘Bullet holes ruin your clothes.’ 
 
    Chiba. 
 
    There was a personal message waiting in Tatsu’s queue when she accessed it. She made a point of not taking notifications for personal stuff while she was working, unless she knew something important was coming. She got few personal messages anyway. 
 
    Directing the message to her wall screen, she sat down on her stool to take her boots off and watched as Kobayashi’s face appeared. She had been at home when she recorded the message. She was likely at work by now considering that Tatsu had got back to her apartment at eight in the evening. The dancer was also fresh from the shower and towelling herself off, apparently oblivious to the camera recording her. 
 
    ‘Tatsu, it’s Sachiko. Which you can see. I was hoping we could hook up again tonight. I get off at ten and, well, I wanted to get off with you later. Ping me, okay? Later.’ 
 
    The video froze; Tatsu sighed. The image on-screen was enough to make Tatsu consider going out to The Hole again, but… She found Kobayashi’s contact details and fed them to a voice-message app. 
 
    ‘Sachiko, this is Tatsu. Which you can’t see since you’re probably at work and I don’t want to disturb you with a video of me drying my wet tits. Maybe for later. I’m hung up on work. Sorry, I won’t be free tonight.’ Pause. ‘I’ll call.’ 
 
    ‘She’s a very attractive young woman,’ Izanami said. 
 
    Tatsu looked over her shoulder. ‘Not to mention really skilled in the sack.’ 
 
    ‘You should see her again. She’s good for you.’ 
 
    ‘I spent one night with her. We banged each other senseless and that was that.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem like she thinks so. She knows you’re a cyborg?’ 
 
    ‘It came up in conversation,’ Tatsu admitted. 
 
    ‘And it appears that your night of passion was not simply a case of novelty. She’s still interested.’ 
 
    Tatsu frowned and turned to look at the still frozen image on the screen. ‘I don’t do personal entanglement, Izanami. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘I know you like to think of yourself as a loner. I also know you enjoyed yourself with Miss Kobayashi.’ 
 
    ‘You know I did.’ 
 
    ‘I may have peeked.’ A smile graced the avatar’s lips. 
 
    ‘Voyeur.’ 
 
    ‘I have to amuse myself with something. And I have an ongoing project to reverse the declining birth rate among native Japanese. Have you any idea how low it is now?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I also know I’m never going to contribute to a rise in those figures. Considering the extension in lifespan PIN affords, I’d have thought a lower birth rate was a good thing.’ 
 
    ‘There’s such a thing as too much of a good thing. At the rate things are going, the refugees will outnumber our native population in a couple of decades. They still have children.’ 
 
    Tatsu looked back at her immaterial friend. ‘Not entirely by choice. Put some energy into state-sponsored birth control and you’d see those figures change. As it is, not everyone in the refugee zones can afford contraceptives. Since fucking is one of their short list of entertainments, of course they end up with kids.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware.’ 
 
    ‘I assumed you were.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s hard enough getting the government to support even the basic medical facilities here, never mind something like that.’ 
 
    ‘Politicians are weird.’ Tatsu turned to look at Kobayashi’s naked body once again. ‘I’ll see if she’s free on Saturday night, okay? I’m off Sunday.’ 
 
    Izanami smiled. ‘I can’t wait to see what you get up to.’ 
 
    ‘And stop watching me fuck!’ It was a waste of breath; Izanami was gone. ‘Bloody nosy AIs.’ 
 
    11th July. 
 
    The Hole was as noisy as it ever got. Weekends were not necessarily worse than weekdays because the majority of people in Chiba did not work. You got more tourists in at the weekend as well as a few more locals. Still, things tended to get a little more rowdy on Saturday night, perhaps because it was a symbolic thing: party hard at the weekend. 
 
    Tatsu cruised through, ignoring various propositions and offers of drinks, until she arrived on the top floor where, once again, Kobayashi was dancing in a cage. Tonight, the dancer was wearing sky-high platform boots, and nothing else, and she was surrounded by men who were probably in from the west side where the Hispanic street gangs dominated. Tatsu leaned against a wall nearby and watched the dancer do her thing. After a few minutes, a message popped up in Tatsu’s sensorium. 
 
    (Sachiko K) Working? 
 
    (Tatsu Y) No. I get the odd day off. 
 
    (Sachiko K) When you said you’d call, I figured we were done. 
 
    (Tatsu Y) Well, I haven’t called. If you’re busy… 
 
    (Sachiko K) Only for another twenty-eight minutes and three seconds. 
 
    (Tatsu Y) I’ll get ready to beat the Mexicans off you with a stick then. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘W-why aren’t w-we d-doing this in oh-my-god-that’s-it your ap-partment?’ 
 
    Kobayashi had collected a number of sex aids since coming to Chiba. One of them was a dildo with a sort of hook on the end which, when appropriately inserted into one woman, could be used to great effect on another. The dancer was on all fours on her apartment floor. It had taken Tatsu a little time to get the rhythm right, but now that she had, Kobayashi was having trouble breathing and the various bumps on the ‘hook’ were starting to drive Tatsu mad too. 
 
    ‘Your place,’ Tatsu grunted, ‘has… a cleaner… floor.’ 
 
    ‘P-practical.’ 
 
    ‘I’m… like that. Shut up and come.’ Tatsu’s hands tightened on Kobayashi’s hips as she increased her thrusting speed and the dancer let out a wail which the neighbours had to have heard. Possibly their neighbours too. 
 
    When Kobayashi had done as ordered and Tatsu had followed her over the edge and they were lying, still connected by the plastic cock, on the floor, Kobayashi said, ‘You’re good at that.’ 
 
    ‘You’re better,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘More practice. If you hadn’t called, or turned up, I’d have let it be. But I really wanted you to call.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’m addictive.’ 
 
    Kobayashi giggled. ‘I could give it up. Any time.’ 
 
    ‘I thought me being a machine might put you off.’ 
 
    ‘It might have. Then I realised you’re not. A machine. The really important bit is organic, and it’s supplemented by a body that can keep going until I pass out. Human imagination combined with cybernetic endurance is a winning combination. In my opinion. I guess it doesn’t always work for everyone.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly doesn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Their loss. Besides, I think you’re an interesting person. I think you might be an interesting person. I mean, how did you end up like this?’ 
 
    Tatsu began moving her hips, drawing the long, thick dildo out before sliding it slowly back in again. ‘I’ll tell you in the morning.’ 
 
    Kobayashi let out a long moan. ‘I can live with that.’ 
 
    12th July. 
 
    ‘Spring of twenty-eighty,’ Tatsu began. ‘The Russian Measles pandemic had been over for four or five months and the Cyberwar was in full swing, but it hadn’t come to Japan yet. China was attacking us in the hopes of getting their hands on tech which could help them against Rasputin.’ 
 
    ‘I learned this stuff in history,’ Kobayashi said around a mouthful of cereal. ‘I wasn’t born until November of twenty-eighty.’ 
 
    ‘Huh, I was eighteen.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t look eighteen years older than me. Except, I suppose, you wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t changed since I got this body. Anyway, no one’s sure whether it was a Russian or Chinese thing, but there was a release of a viral nano-weapon in April of that year. It was contained pretty quickly, but it killed fourteen hundred and thirty-seven people, including my parents and little brother.’ 
 
    Kobayashi paused her chewing. ‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘It was eighteen years ago. There was one survivor, and she was not in a good way. The nanomachines attacked the nervous system, so I was alive, so long as I stayed on a ventilator. They had to restart my heart every other day or something. I survived because it didn’t damage my brain for whatever reason. Well, there was some memory loss. I don’t really remember much from before. There are fragments. They say it may be the result of oxygen deprivation at some point rather than the virus.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound undamaged.’ 
 
    ‘Well, everything else was working. And it meant I didn’t really mourn my family because I didn’t really remember them. Anyway, the only way I was going to keep surviving was a complete body replacement, but I was now an orphan and my family had never been well-off. The government stepped in. Specifically, Izanami had a project going which needed people willing to go full cyborg. In exchange for some military service, I got a new body. A better, stronger, faster body.’ 
 
    ‘So, um, you fought in the war?’ 
 
    ‘The Chinese stopped attacking in October and I wasn’t ready then. They’d rebuilt me, but there was training. A lot of training. By the time Rasputin started his run on Japan–’ 
 
    ‘Twenty-first of October twenty-eighty-four,’ Kobayashi said with a grin. 
 
    ‘Right.’ Tatsu returned the grin. ‘By then I was already doing ops for the Ground Defence Force and things just got more intense from there.’ 
 
    ‘How’d you end up a cop? In Chiba, of all places.’ 
 
    ‘When the war wound down because Rasputin stopped caring about little old Japan, supposedly, I ended up in the military police. Did that for five years. Fifteen years after I joined up, my term of service was done, so I walked out of the military and into the TYMPD. I requested Chiba because… Because I don’t really fit into Tokyo society.’ 
 
    ‘Makes two of us. I can’t believe you’re twice my age!’ 
 
    Tatsu laughed. ‘What can I say? I like them young. You got any plans for today?’ 
 
    ‘Not until I need to go to work. Uh, correction, I do have plans, but they don’t involve going out or anything.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose they involve not letting me out either.’ 
 
    Kobayashi smiled and nodded. ‘I’m not even letting you get dressed.’ 
 
    Tatsu rolled her eyes. ‘I guess that’s fine with me, but…’ 
 
    ‘But?’ 
 
    ‘How about you get dressed? I kind of want to see some of those costumes you say you made.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I can do that.’ Thoughtfully, Kobayashi sucked milk substitute from her spoon. ‘Considering the age difference, I think we’ll start with “naughty schoolgirl.”’ 
 
    Tatsu gave a shrug. ‘Fine, I’ve never been a lolicon before.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After naughty schoolgirl – western style, not Japanese, with a pleated microskirt – there was naughty maid – with a frilled microskirt and exposed breasts – and then naughty nun. The dominatrix outfit had come out a couple of hours before Kobayashi had to go to work, and they had had a lot of fun with that one. 
 
    Now the outfit was ‘buck-naked cage dancer’ and consisted of a pair of slingback pumps, but this time it was for professional purposes. Tatsu watched from a safe distance as horny Chinese refugees sat around cheering Kobayashi on and dropping tips. You could tell when one of them transmitted a payment because Kobayashi would turn in that direction; they were basically paying for a better view. The tips were in the five hundred to a thousand yen range, according to Kobayashi. She sometimes got more from Japanese tourists who did not know better. Less and she would basically ignore the giver. 
 
    Tatsu had decided to accompany Kobayashi to The Hole for two reasons. First and foremost was the desire to continue their day of debauchery once the dancer left work. However, Tatsu had taken several walks around the club, listening. So far, the transition from Zima to Vasilev seemed to be going smoothly. No one was hinting at possible gang wars. No one was talking in a way that suggested the assassin had been found or even identified either. 
 
    When a couple of bouncers appeared to extract Kobayashi from the cage, the dancer waved for Tatsu to follow as she was escorted to the club’s backstage area where the dancers changed for their performances. Tatsu considered both ‘changed’ and ‘performances’ to be in air quotes. She had been back there before on a couple of occasions, though she had been working in both instances. Chasing someone through the changing rooms after a stabbing had been an interesting experience. This time, things were a lot more calm. 
 
    And watching what was basically a stripper put clothes on was a strangely surreal experience. The room was far from quiet. Girls shouted at each other in several languages or chatted in the same languages at closer range. There seemed to be a general air of camaraderie about the place. Everyone here was in the same boat. Everyone danced in various states of undress for tips. The club did not pay a basic wage to the dancers – it provided a platform for them to earn money from the customers and the government provided the basic wage. The fact that Kobayashi earned enough to keep herself in a home and food and have a bit left over was an indication of her talent. 
 
    ‘Back to my place?’ Kobayashi asked as she pulled on her panties. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d find somewhere a little more comfortable,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a love hotel down the street. You can decide the theme and it’s my treat. I may be a machine, but your floor is murder on my back and knees.’ 
 
    Kobayashi giggled. ‘Well, yeah, same. It’s not like those apartments were really made for acrobatic sex.’ 
 
    ‘They’re barely made for living in.’ 
 
    ‘So, why do you live in one? There are better buildings in Chiba, and I bet you could afford one.’ 
 
    ‘It does what I need. Mostly. On occasions like this it’s less than perfect, but then we have love hotels.’ 
 
    ‘You know they almost regulated those out of existence.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘But then Izanami came along.’ 
 
    ‘Huh, yeah. What would we do without Izanami?’ 
 
    Get through a week without a visit from ‘mother?’ That was Tatsu’s first thought, but… ‘We’d all be dead or in a concentration camp.’ 
 
    ‘And you fought Rasputin’s robots. That had to be… I don’t know. All I ever got was horror stories in the guise of history lessons.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not far from the truth.’ The general dislike of full-body cyborgs stemmed from two causes. While cybernetics were not entirely uncommon, most people had trouble with total-body replacements since it blurred the line between man and machine. Behind it all, however, was the Cyberwar when killer robots had stormed across much of the planet. People still associated robots with death and internment, and full-body cyborgs were too close to being robots for many people’s comfort. ‘He built some very nasty machines. And we built some very nasty machines to counter them, though they were mostly aimed at killing other robots. If something can stop a robot, a human is easy.’ 
 
    ‘That’s depressing.’ Kobayashi was fully dressed now, if the relatively minimal, largely translucent outfit she was in could be called dressed. ‘Let’s go find ourselves an interesting room to spend the night.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The hotel was called Dream Castle and, externally, it looked like a castle, sort of. It was basically a block of concrete like every other building in the area, but the architects had added a couple of ‘towers’ at the front to give a castle-like impression and the main door had a portcullis-like arrangement mounted above it which could be dropped in case of riot. Safety and aesthetics in one reinforced, metallised plastic bundle. 
 
    Typical of most establishments of its type, it offered hourly room rental as well as overnight rates after ten p.m. The rooms came with numerous themes. You could have decoration from a range of popular anime, and hentai, series. You could spend your night in a room which looked like it belonged in a hospital. In keeping with the castle concept, there were several rooms based around medieval European themes, including one which was almost certainly not authentic and happened to be the one Kobayashi selected: the dungeon. Medieval dungeons had certainly not had the bondage equipment this one had. 
 
    Stretched over something which looked vaguely like a small vaulting horse, Tatsu wondered whether this was a kink Kobayashi was really into, or just something she played at. She was certainly enthusiastic about it. Or about using the strapless strap-on Tatsu had used on her to pound her lover from behind. 
 
    ‘We’ll switch,’ Kobayashi said in a breathless voice, ‘in a bit. You can… tie me up.’ 
 
    Tatsu was far from silent, but words were not going to be involved. So, Kobayashi was not wholly solid on the dominatrix thing, but she did seem to like bondage. It was not something Tatsu had been heavily involved in. Right now, however, she could see the attraction. Right up until the point when she could see nothing. 
 
    13th July. 
 
    Tatsu was awoken from five hours of sleep by a message coming through from Sakurada Gate. 
 
    Attend suspected homicide at attached coordinates. Observed similarity with existing case, link attached. Sergeant Kenzo Nakano has been notified. 
 
    She did not really need to check the link to know which case it was. There was only one case she was working with Nakano. She sent an acknowledgement immediately and slipped out from under the red synthetic silk sheet. 
 
    ‘You going?’ Kobayashi said after a second. 
 
    ‘I got a call and, technically, I’m back on duty. The room’s prepaid. Stay as long as you like.’ 
 
    ‘Or until nine. I’ve been here before.’ 
 
    ‘Right. I’ll call you.’ Tatsu paused halfway through pulling her shorts up her thighs and looked at the dark eyes watching her. ‘I will call you.’ 
 
    White teeth showed in the dim light as Kobayashi smiled. ‘Can we come here again?’ 
 
    ‘Like the whips and chains?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, yes, but we could try some other rooms.’ 
 
    ‘As long as it’s not one of the anime ones. Being watched by a few dozen half-naked waifus is not my idea of a good environment for sex.’ 
 
    Kobayashi shuddered. ‘No. Same here.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    There were better apartment blocks in Chiba. Evgeni Nikolaev lived in one of them. He had died there too. 
 
    ‘Okay, so he was asleep, and someone sliced his throat like a slab of beef,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘And then stabbed him through the heart,’ Nakano added. ‘Seems like overkill. Who was he?’ 
 
    ‘Evgeni Anatoliy Nikolaev. He headed up the intelligence group within the Funabashi gang. That’s the name of Zima’s organisation, in case you missed it.’ Nikolaev was not a young man, likely over sixty, with grey hair and a few liver spots showing on his face. It was a little hard to tell because of all the blood. He kind of looked like someone’s kindly uncle, not exactly handsome, but comforting, if you ignored the open throat. 
 
    ‘I didn’t. Is the intelligence group important?’ 
 
    ‘Nikolaev was kind of the power behind the throne under Zima. He was two decades older, something of a mentor. Much of the gang’s organisational structure was Nikolaev’s idea. He was old school. He had a degree in political history, I think. Admired the old Soviet systems. Vasilev would probably have maintained a good relationship with him, but the old man would have lost some of his power with the change in leadership. Further discussion can wait since I have a question. Nakano, what are you wearing?’ 
 
    Nakano looked down at his suit. It was a dark-grey suit over a white shirt with a grey tie. ‘One of my suits.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well you know how you thought I was inappropriately dressed when I got to Zima’s apartment?’ 
 
    ‘I do. And I stand by my comment.’ 
 
    ‘The difference here is that I’m not going to get mugged for valuables because of my outfit.’ 
 
    Nakano shrugged. ‘I don’t have anything valuable on me.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a gun.’ A sudden thought struck her. ‘Tell me you haven’t come down here unarmed.’ 
 
    He gave her a sour expression. ‘I haven’t come down here unarmed. I’m not a moron. Anyway, this is appropriate for where I’m supposed to be. Are we sure this is the same killer?’ 
 
    ‘Huh, no, but it seems likely. We’ve got the same lack of physical evidence. A jammer was used to block detection of the death again. Apartment data is gone. This time the building computer was tampered with. The entire security system was shut down at two thirteen, about ten minutes before he died. Oh, and we have another card, which is very suggestive.’ 
 
    ‘What does this one say?’ 
 
    ‘“The eyes of the monster have been plucked.”’ 
 
    ‘Poetic. So, we’re looking for a hacker?’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘Or a team with a hacker in it.’ She paused. ‘I think we’re going to have to go see her.’ 
 
    ‘Her? Who?’ 
 
    ‘Yukiko Shiratori. If anyone has anything to gain from killing off the two most important people in the Funabashi gang, it’s the leader of the Shiratori-rengō. And she’s a master of iaijutsu.’ 
 
    14th July. 
 
    It took time to organise a meeting with the kaichō of a powerful yakuza organisation. The Shiratori-rengō was not a big group, but it held sway over the Ichikawa area, the region of Tokyo on the western border of the Chiba Refugee Zone, and it had considerable political sway thanks to a relationship with the imperialist faction in the National Diet. Walking in to accuse Yukiko Shiratori of killing her competitors was simply not done and, for once, Tatsu had no intention of doing what should not be done. She was still a little irritated that it took until six p.m. the following day to get an appointment. 
 
    Shiratori had a large house near the Edo River. It had been built after the war but styled after a traditional Japanese home. It had a dojo, a bathhouse, and a teahouse in the beautifully tended garden. Tatsu and Nakano were escorted to the dojo by a gorilla stuffed into a suit. The man was huge, and the suit seemed to have been sized just to show off his muscles. Tatsu had the urge to point out that a good tailor could make it fit better. 
 
    In the dojo, Shiratori was going through sword kata with a younger woman. Both were dressed in the traditional robes used in kenjutsu, iaijutsu, and aikijujutsu. Shiratori was, in fact, a master of aikijutsu too. She looked the part, sort of. She was a little taller than Tatsu and looked fit, even if her body was heavily obscured by her outfit. She had very full lips, a somewhat flat nose, very dark eyes, and jet-black hair wound up into a bun with long bangs framing her face. She was attractive, even beautiful, but Tatsu had never seen her look happy. 
 
    ‘Who’s the girl?’ Nakano whispered as they stood waiting for the session to finish. The girl in question did not look much like Shiratori aside from having black hair and eyes. Her mouth was smaller and followed a cupid’s bow design. Her nose was straighter and more pointed. She kept her hair short, barely reaching her shoulders, and feathered around her neck. She was taller by five centimetres and maybe not quite as fit. Maybe. She seemed to be keeping up with the kata well enough. 
 
    ‘Kaede, her daughter.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t think she was married.’ 
 
    Tatsu grinned. ‘Your conservative Japanese is showing. She isn’t and never has been, but Kaede is adopted. She was Kaede Morimoto before she became a Shiratori.’ 
 
    ‘Is she… part of the organisation?’ Nakano asked. 
 
    ‘No. Kaede is a bit of a robotics genius. She’s studying engineering with an emphasis on microtechnology.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to know a lot about them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, this isn’t the first time I’ve had to visit this place.’ 
 
    ‘And that will do, Kaede,’ Shiratori said. ‘I must not keep Sergeant Yamada waiting.’ 
 
    Kaede bowed, quite deeply, to her adopted mother. ‘Of course. Thank you for the lesson.’ She had a soft, unassuming voice. She appeared to be an unassuming sort of girl. 
 
    Shiratori returned the bow, less deeply. ‘Thank you, Kaede.’ Then, as the younger woman retreated, the yakuza boss turned to the two police officers. ‘Sergeant Yamada, will you introduce me to your friend?’ Her voice was quiet too, soft and just a bit sexy, but there was an undercurrent of authority behind the velvet overtones. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Tatsu said. ‘This is Sergeant Kenzo Nakano. He’s from Sakurada Gate.’ 
 
    Giving a small bow, Shiratori said, ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sergeant Nakano. Might I enquire why I am receiving this pleasure?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve heard about Zima and Nikolaev?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘Obviously. I won’t mourn either of them. Are you here to accuse me–’ 
 
    Tatsu waved a hand. ‘Of course not. We’re here because they were your enemies and they were killed with a sword and we would be entirely remiss if we didn’t come to see you.’ 
 
    The flare of anger was gone in an instant, and Tatsu noticed Nakano relaxing out of the corner of her eye. ‘I see.’ Shiratori looked Tatsu in the eyes. ‘I did not kill Anastas Zima or Evgeni Nikolaev, nor did I have someone else kill them. Do I need to provide alibis for the times of their death?’ 
 
    ‘We both know you could and that I’d never trust them anyway.’ 
 
    Even if the smile never reached her eyes, Shiratori smiled. She looked at Nakano. ‘This is what I like about your colleague, Sergeant Nakano, she affords me no more respect than anyone else she may have to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘She’s… unique,’ Nakano said. 
 
    ‘Yes. She certainly is. Almost certainly more than you think.’ Shiratori shook her head. ‘I did not eliminate Zima or his mentor. I have no idea who did, but I am quite sure it was not one of my people. We don’t sign our work, for one thing. I would certainly like to meet the person who did this, however. I would shake their hand warmly and congratulate them on a job well done.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I didn’t get the impression she was lying,’ Nakano said as they left the house. 
 
    ‘No,’ Tatsu replied. ‘She didn’t do it. I didn’t really think she did, but I had to see it for myself. It will be interesting to see whether she takes advantage of the situation, however.’ 
 
    ‘You’re thinking she may butt heads with Vasilev?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Maybe whoever is doing this is hoping that she will.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ They had reached Nakano’s car and Tatsu’s bike and it was time to split up. ‘Uh, Yamada, could I ask you for a favour?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you can ask.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Well. It’s like this…’ 
 
    15th July. 
 
    When Nakano had asked Tatsu over to his home, she had initially wondered what he was thinking. Then he had explained. Then she still had no idea what he was thinking, but she went along with it anyway. 
 
    It was a long way from Chiba to the Koshigaya region where Nakano lived. This was effectively the Tokyo suburbs. You lived out that way if you were reasonably well-off, but not rich. Instead of high-rise apartment buildings, Koshigaya had one- and two-storey houses of relatively modern construction. Most of them had, in fact, been rebuilt after the war. 
 
    Nakano’s place was single-storey and you rapidly got the impression that the residents there were a little different. The front door had a ramp leading up to it. Nakano did not need that, but he lived with his younger sister, who did. The door was opened by Nakano to reveal a typical Japanese hallway with a step up before you entered the house proper. This was where you removed your shoes, except that the step had a ramp set against it. Tatsu sat down on the step to unzip and remove her boots anyway. 
 
    ‘Uh, when I asked you to wear a dress…’ Nakano began. 
 
    ‘You were hoping it’d be opaque?’ Tatsu asked. The dress in question was a purple micromesh tank and you could certainly see the shadows of her body through it. 
 
    ‘Oh, uh, it’s almost opaque.’ 
 
    ‘Wait until it gets a light shone right on it. You were hoping for something longer?’ 
 
    ‘Longer. Definitely. Maybe a little less low-cut.’ 
 
    ‘I have a limited supply of dresses. This was the most respectable I could find.’ Which was not entirely true. Teasing Nakano over the dress request just seemed like something she had to do. 
 
    ‘I guess I can’t complain. It was me who asked you to come.’ 
 
    ‘Good point.’ Tatsu got to her feet. ‘Now, where’s the person I actually came to see?’ 
 
    ‘Mika’s in the lounge. Come on through.’ 
 
    Mika Nakano was not exceptionally short; in fact, she was about the same height as Tatsu, but she was stick thin. Her legs especially had absolutely no muscle development. She sat in an electric wheelchair in a T-shirt and shorts, both so baggy against her emaciated form. Her face had somehow managed to retain some weight, though it made her head look too large for her body. She had large, very dark eyes with very long lashes, a small flat nose, and perfectly average lips which looked made for pouting. Her black hair was quite full and curved around her face to end in fronds on her upper chest. When Tatsu checked her MedStat data, she got red and yellow back; the girl was probably terminally ill and stressed about it. She was a beautiful girl badly let down by an emaciated body. 
 
    The smile she gave Tatsu was bright and warm, however; her spirits seemed good. ‘Hello, I’m Mika Nakano. You must be Tatsu Yamada. Nii-san is always complaining about your outfits.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say always…’ Nakano mumbled. 
 
    Tatsu stepped forward to shake Mika’s hand, noting the shake as Mika raised her arm. ‘It’s nice to meet you, Mika. Call me Tatsu. I got to complain about his outfit last time. He came to Chiba in a suit that screamed “please mug me.”’ 
 
    ‘That’s Nii-san. Please, sit down. Can I get you any refreshments? The tea is fresh.’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head. ‘I don’t really need anything.’ 
 
    ‘No, because you’re… Uh, but that’s why you’re here, right? To persuade me that becoming a cyborg is a good thing.’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head as she took a seat on the sofa beside Mika’s chair. ‘I’m not here to persuade you of anything. I’ll answer questions and provide information. Going full cyborg is a personal decision and you’re the only one who can make it.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you?’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Well, I’m a bad example. I was in a coma when they decided to perform the procedure. That being said, I prefer being alive to the alternative, so I can’t say I disagree with the decision.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. That actually tells me something… I have a neurological condition. I’ve had it since birth.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t detected in-vitro?’ 
 
    ‘No. It’s an obscure one and they’ve never isolated the genetic causes. It’s got a very long name. It’s slow. I was fine as a kid, but it’s slowly destroying my nervous system. The current estimate is no more than two years before it kills me.’ 
 
    ‘So, you have some time to make your decision. That’s why you’re in a wheelchair?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Nakano said. ‘That was the war. It is why she can’t have less extensive cybernetics to let her walk again.’ 
 
    ‘And I’d likely have trouble walking by this point anyway,’ Mika added. ‘And it’s starting to affect my work.’ She lifted her right arm. Her palm shook noticeably as she tried to hold it steady. ‘I’m an artist. I do graphics for websites, some manga work, that kind of thing. At this rate, I won’t be able to for much longer. So, I have incentive. I’ve just… I’m not sure…’ 
 
    ‘Mika has the same fear as everyone else regarding robots. Being inside one…’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Tatsu said. ‘Well, the first thing is that it doesn’t feel like being inside a robot. When I woke up after the procedure, I didn’t know what had happened. I don’t think there’s any difference between the experience of being a human and what I have now. I may be remembering it wrong, but they engineer your body to feel like your old one. But better. There’s a period of adjustment. Your new body has to learn how your brain does things. You need to get used to what your new body can do. That said, you should be able to walk right out of the gate, so you’ll see an immediate improvement. You may notice fine motor skills take a week or two to settle. After that, depending on the specs for your body, you may be better than ever.’ 
 
    Mika sipped her tea. When she concentrated, her hand was steady, more or less. It was clearly an effort. ‘What about the social aspect? Cyborgs… Full-body cyborgs aren’t…’ 
 
    ‘Considered human?’ Tatsu suggested. 
 
    ‘I… wasn’t going to put it like that.’ 
 
    Tatsu flashed her a grin and then shifted to a solemn, thoughtful expression. ‘When I became this, the prejudice wasn’t as strong because Rasputin hadn’t started focusing on Japan. And I went straight into the military who cared more about what I could do than what I was. There were people who treated us as things rather than people. But there were others who refused to see us as machines. After the war, things got worse, even in the GSDF. One of the reasons I live and work in Chiba is that I didn’t feel like I fitted into Tokyo society.’ 
 
    ‘O-oh.’ 
 
    ‘But, not everyone is the same. I met someone recently who doesn’t care what I am. She’s far from the only one. It’s a hurdle to get over. Once they start talking to you, they’ll see the mind behind the metal shell. It can be lonely and discouraging, but you have an advantage I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘I do?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, your brother. He’s not going to see you differently.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t,’ Nakano said. 
 
    ‘You’ll just be the sister he’s had to look after, able to stand on her own two feet once again. You have real support.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… true,’ Mika said. She took another sip of tea. ‘I don’t think the neighbours will be a problem. They know about my condition and they know what the only solution is. Mrs Okomura will probably still make me tubs of stew for the freezer, even after she finds out I can’t eat them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you can,’ Tatsu replied, ‘but you’re better off avoiding normal food. The processing systems will get what they can out of it, but they’re not designed to handle sticking to a human menu. You can get cyborg food that actually looks and tastes like human food if there’s something you feel you can’t miss out on. There are websites.’ 
 
    ‘And if Nii-san accidentally ate some of that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s safe. Human stomachs can’t extract much of the nutritional content from cyborg food, but it’ll go in and come out normally enough.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So I still have to go to the toilet and normal stuff like that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah. Less often. Typically, due to recycling processes and such, you can get by perfectly well on one meal a week. Or smaller meals spread out through the week. Still, eventually you have to get rid of waste products. It’s engineered to work the same way as usual, but you won’t need to go as often. And don’t be embarrassed, you’d be amazed at how many people want to know whether cyborgs go to the toilet.’ 
 
    Mika’s blush just got deeper. ‘Uh, since I’m embarrassing myself… What about sex?’ 
 
    ‘Skin sensitivity is typically equal to or better than a human. That’s all over your body. Psychologically, the inability to engage in sexual activity following the procedure would be damaging. It proved to be psychologically damaging in early cyborgs. They put effort in because it was necessary. Plus, uh, the early development of humanoid robots was heavily driven by the market for, um, animated sex toys. The necessary organs had synthetic analogues long before the technology to make cyborgs was available. So you’ll be able to have sex just like a human. That’s assuming that your brother doesn’t scare any and all potential lovers away, of course. Older brothers can be so protective.’ 
 
    ‘I would never do that,’ Nakano said. Well, he sort of mumbled it. 
 
    ‘I’d hope not,’ Mika replied. 
 
    ‘After some suitable vetting, I’m sure I’d have no trouble letting you go on dates.’ 
 
    ‘Vetting?’ 
 
    ‘Chaperoned, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Chaperoned?!’ 
 
    ‘I think he’s joking,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘I should hope so,’ Mika replied. 
 
    ‘Mostly. He’s mostly joking.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘She’ll go for it,’ Tatsu said as she pulled on her boots. ‘She’ll think about it some more, but she’ll go for the living option eventually.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ Nakano said. 
 
    ‘Humans have a desire to stave off death as long as possible. She’ll choose life.’ Getting to her feet, she opened the front door. The sound of heavy rain washed over them. 
 
    ‘It’s raining,’ Nakano pointed out unnecessarily. 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, rainy season.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to be okay in just that dress?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll turn off my sense of touch. I won’t even notice it.’ She paused, staring at the streams of water falling from the sky. ‘We haven’t had that much rain so far this year. I guess it’s about time for it.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll pass. It always does.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. The storms always pass. I just hope this isn’t a sign of worse to come.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Two: Health 
 
    Chiba Refugee Zone, Japan, 18th July 2099. 
 
    It was Saturday night and The Hole was busy. People were staying put once they got there thanks to the rain, so the normal cycling of patrons was not happening. Maybe there were fewer tourists about since you could almost swim through the atmosphere outside, but there were still some. The music was loud. The dancers, in and out of the cages, were sweaty and seemed a little frantic. People were drinking, maybe a little bit more enthusiastically than usual. The forecast saw no end to the constant heavy rain and that was depressing. 
 
    Tatsu walked through the throng, heading in the general direction of up. There had been no breaks in the Zima or Nikolaev cases. If anyone knew anything, they were not talking about it. That was also a little depressing. On the plus side, there had been no more than the usual infighting among the gangs. Based on all that, Tatsu was aiming for another marathon fucking session with Kobayashi. Maybe she should start thinking of the dancer as Sachiko. Maybe two weekends of non-stop sex was insufficient to call it. If it went to three… 
 
    She was on the third floor when a message window appeared in her sensorium just as she started hearing screams from above her. 
 
    Alert! Potential biohazard incident in progress. Fourth floor, your location. Immediate attendance required! Alert! 
 
    Sending an acknowledgement, she took the remaining steps two at a time and dashed onto the floor. A biohazard incident? How had that happened in the middle of a Chiba nightclub? Whatever the problem might be, where it was became obvious by the people running away or stupidly gathering around an area to the right of the staircase. Hanging her ID where it would be visible, she shouldered through the crowd and found something out of a bad Gothic horror novel waiting for her. 
 
    There were bodies, four of them. Well, there were what was left of four bodies. What was left was a skeleton and a lot of viscous fluid soaking into clubbing attire. Even in the war, there had been no infectious agent capable of doing that to a human. A chemical or nano-weapon? It seemed too targeted. There were drinks splashed across the table and a broken glass. Added to the placement of the two corpses in one booth, it suggested that someone had been sitting between them and had scrambled out over the table, unaffected. 
 
    Tatsu pulled up her Police Operations System interface and activated Biohazard Notification. Then she marked out a twenty-metre exclusion area on the map provided. She raised her voice. ‘This is the police. I want everyone to back away twenty metres. I’m activating an exclusion zone. Anyone inside it ten seconds from now will be subject to censure.’ She activated the zone. Everyone inside it running Kannon was now going to get told to get out. Others could see the area marked out by a scrolling banner which warned them off. ‘This building is under biohazard protocols,’ Tatsu added. ‘No one is leaving until we’ve determined whether there’s a threat to the general populace. Did anyone see what happened here?’ 
 
    Someone raised his hand, kind of enthusiastically actually. He was a tourist, a Japanese male in his early thirties dressed in sprayed-on plastic jeans and a mesh T-shirt. A pretty-boy type who worked out and thought he was God’s gift to whichever sex he preferred. Tatsu checked his ID and discovered he was Junpei Yamamoto, a systems programmer from Tokyo, aged thirty-three. His MedStat indicators came back as two lime greens. The first, the physical indicator, probably just meant he had been drinking. The second, the mental indicator, could mean anything from work stress to engaging in questionable sexual activities to usually driving his own car instead of letting City Navigation do it. Tatsu was betting it was the sex one. 
 
    ‘It started maybe ten minutes ago,’ he said before Tatsu could ask. ‘They were all fine, and then Iwata started complaining about feeling sick. Then more of them did. People on other tables too. Arima went to the restroom because she felt like she was going to throw up. Then they were doubling over. Then they started…’ He waved a hand at the skeletons dripping goo on the floor. ‘They started melting.’ 
 
    ‘You said one of them went to the restroom?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Arima. Ayane Arima. She was really looking like she would throw up.’ 
 
    ‘Damn. Stay out of the immediate area, Mister Yamamoto, but stay nearby.’ Tatsu started for the restrooms, maybe twenty-five metres away from the tables where the incident had occurred and outside her exclusion area. 
 
    The women’s toilets were a neon extravaganza. Ten stalls on one side. Ten sinks across from them, with a mirror behind the sinks over which purple strip lighting had been hung. Purple light tubes ran along the top of the cubicles too. One woman was trying to reapply her makeup, though how she could tell what she was doing in the unnatural lighting was beyond Tatsu. 
 
    ‘Did a woman come in here in a hurry?’ Tatsu asked. ‘Looked like she was sick?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah,’ the woman, an American refugee from the look of her, replied. ‘Heard her barfing. Uh, fourth stall, I think. Been quiet for a while.’ 
 
    The stall door was locked but it succumbed to Tatsu’s boot and revealed a fifth dripping skeleton. It looked a lot like her skull had fallen into the toilet bowl after the connective tissue had dissolved. What could possibly have done this? 
 
    Without looking behind her, Tatsu said, ‘I don’t care whether your lipstick is on straight, get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘But–’ 
 
    ‘Now! Exclusion area goes up in two seconds, and if you’re inside it, I’ll book you for interfering with a police enquiry.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, okay. I’m leaving.’ 
 
    Tatsu activated the exclusion area as soon as she heard the door close. Then she turned and followed. This was turning into a really great Saturday night. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu spotted Kobayashi standing outside the exclusion area and headed her way. The crowd had, mostly, cleared now. All the corpses had been removed – with a specialised vacuum cleaner to suck up the goop – and put in sealed metal canisters. Aside from the people in biohazard gear packing away equipment, there was nothing to see. 
 
    ‘I thought you stood me up,’ Kobayashi said. ‘I see you have an excuse.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still going to have to stand you up. The excuse is pretty good though.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a damn shame. I thought we could go straight to Dream Castle from here. I was going to show you my bunny girl costume.’ 
 
    Tatsu winced. ‘You’re just doing that to be mean.’ 
 
    Kobayashi grinned. ‘Maybe a little. Rain check on the costume, I guess. No day off for you.’ 
 
    ‘I still might be able to swing some time tomorrow if nothing comes up on this.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be waiting for your call. They said we weren’t allowed to leave.’ 
 
    ‘Was true,’ Tatsu said, looking back toward the techs. ‘They just called it. No sign of any form of contamination, so we’ve lifted the biohazard flag. You can leave any time you wish. That’ll please the duty manager. Would you believe he came down here complaining about his loss of business?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I would totally believe that. What did you do?’ 
 
    ‘Told him he had all these captive customers to sell to, and then I showed him one of the bodies. He’s probably still heaving his guts up somewhere.’ 
 
    Kobayashi’s nose wrinkled. ‘That bad?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen anything like it since the war. Only rarely then and nothing quite like this. And the circumstances don’t fit. Still, damn manager didn’t care about possible pathogens. Just wanted his doors open.’ 
 
    ‘I guess PIN has made people complacent about diseases.’ 
 
    ‘Far too complacent.’ PIN, Programmable Immunity Nanomachines, was one of Izanami’s greatest achievements. A colony of nanomachines in symbiotic relationship with the body’s immune system, PIN would eliminate a host of known pathogens as soon as it identified them, attempt to irradicate unknown pathogens, and even destroy cancer cells. It could even act as a switchable reproductive control in women, if you paid for it, eliminating sperm before they could implant. People with PIN were basically immune to disease and cancer, and their life expectancy doubled because of it. And they did tend to think themselves invulnerable because of it. ‘They were all tourists,’ Tatsu said, ‘so they probably all had PIN. Didn’t help them any.’ 
 
    20th July. 
 
    Tatsu saw the message come in from HQ and decided that they could damn well wait a couple of minutes. Besides, her brain was otherwise occupied, and she doubted it would refocus for a short while. She was having a race with Sachiko to see who could get the other off first and she thought she might be winning. Clenched together in a sixty-nine on the bed of one of the Dream Castle’s medieval rooms, they had been going at each other as enthusiastically as they could since waking up ten minutes ago. 
 
    Sachiko let out a shriek. ‘Ah! No! I won’t let you–’ Her body tensed and began to shake, and then she was screaming. 
 
    ‘Victory!’ Tatsu exulted right after Sachiko regained enough control to bury her face in Tatsu’s crotch again. ‘I get to chain– Oh, God!’ And then there was just screaming. 
 
    ‘I get to chain you up next week,’ Tatsu said once they were in the shower, washing off the night’s emissions. She poked the message she had received into life as she turned to let Sachiko wash her back. Okay, so it had only taken two weekends to think of her as Sachiko. 
 
    ‘Yes, I’ll be available for whatever depredations you’re planning,’ Sachiko said. ‘I’m hoping for something sufficiently depraved that I get a mental flag, okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come up with something suitable. Huh, the lab finally got their act together.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been waiting for the final results from the lab. About that incident on Saturday night, yeah? All they’d give me yesterday was preliminary results. They finally sent the real thing.’ 
 
    ‘What’s it say? Oh, I guess you can’t tell me.’ 
 
    Tatsu frowned. ‘Don’t spread it around and I think I can. They got nothing.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t a disease?’ 
 
    ‘No indications of biological or chemical agents. No unexplained nanomachines or evidence of such machines which self-destructed. Something dismantled five people into soup and bones without leaving a trace.’ 
 
    ‘That… doesn’t sound good. How do you stop it if you don’t know what it is?’ 
 
    ‘Good question. Like I said, don’t spread it around. I guess I’ll be looking into the backgrounds of the people who died. Maybe something there can shed light on what happened.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’m supposed to say something like “if anyone can do it, you can, Tatsu.”’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Thanks. Your vote of confidence is most appreciated.’ 
 
    Tokyo, 21st July. 
 
    Hiroshi Hasegawa did his best not to groan as he spotted the length of the queue at the coffee shop. He got an hour for lunch but taking an hour for lunch was frowned upon without prior arrangement with his manager. You needed an excuse, like impending death, before they would accept taking your whole allotted lunch hour as anything other than company disloyalty. 
 
    He joined the line and, because he was a terribly loyal company employee, began working on the code he had left upstairs by remote. He was part of the ViraShield 14.0 team, responsible for nanomachine coding. Version fourteen had gone out at the end of February with no major problems reported. They were working on the first revision update, though there was nothing really major to revise. Minor bug fixes, that was all. None of them had affected users. Still, quality was important, and they would issue the update as soon as it was ready. ViraShield prided itself on having the best product in the business. Hasegawa intended to see that his part of it was up to the best standard, even if that meant working while waiting in the queue for lunch. 
 
    A wave of nausea passed over him and he frowned. Hunger? Was he really that hungry? No, it was not hunger. He felt terrible. He felt weak, nauseous, really ill. What was going on? He pulled up his medical monitoring system and checked whether there was anything he should be worrying about. Physical green, mental… Well, lime was probably right – he was under stress. Stress. Maybe that was what was causing this. 
 
    Ahead of him, several people left the line and it moved forward. Hasegawa went with it. He managed all of six steps before collapsing, unconscious, onto the floor. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu marched across the public foyer of the ViraShield building trailed by no fewer than three security officials. She had her badge hung in her cleavage, but they were still following along, complaining and trying to slow her down. 
 
    ‘We understand the seriousness of the situation, Sergeant,’ the nearest was saying, ‘but we really can’t have someone, uh…’ 
 
    ‘Dressed like a prostitute?’ Tatsu suggested. 
 
    ‘I would never suggest–’ 
 
    ‘I did for you. Also, my badge says I can be here dressed in whatever manner I wish. Where’s this coffee shop?’ 
 
    ‘If you would just follow–’ 
 
    ‘Tell me where the incident is or be arrested for obstruction. Your choice.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t d–’ 
 
    ‘I assure you that I would. Where?’ 
 
    And so, Tatsu arrived at the company mall on the second floor which looked like someone was filming a bioterror video. There were bodies everywhere and it was pretty obvious that the cause was the same as the incident at The Hole. Thankfully, the security personnel were not equipped to get inside the exclusion area that had already been set up by the bioterrorism team which had arrived fifteen minutes before Tatsu. 
 
    ‘Hey, you can’t be in here without– Oh, it’s you, Sergeant Yamada.’ The speaker was largely invisible inside a biohazard suit but was probably male. Anything else about him was a guess. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, Yasuda. Yes, it’s little impenetrable me. No danger of me catching anything. That said, I don’t think you’re going to find anything infectious anyway.’ 
 
    ‘If it turns out to be the same agent as the Chiba incident, you’re probably right. We got to this one faster. A couple of them were still alive. I think they lost the last one about five minutes ago. Maybe we’ll find something.’ 
 
    ‘Somehow, I’m not inclined to hold my breath.’ 
 
    ‘Do you even breathe?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I can hold my breath for over an hour while walking around, but I do have to breathe.’ 
 
    ‘You learn something new every day. Best thing you can do currently is keep the ViraShield security and execs off us.’ 
 
    Tatsu scowled at the man in the whole-body condom. ‘Thanks a lot, Yasuda. That’s just what I need.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As was the case with many corporate buildings, the ViraShield building was effectively an arcology. Most of the company’s four and a half thousand employees lived in ViraShield Tower and were provided with necessary workspaces, recreation facilities, and shops by the company working with franchise partners. You never had to leave the building if you did not want to, and many did not. 
 
    Hideki Fukui was not one of those. The company’s CEO had a house in the country and travelled for business meetings. He got out and about. However, he also had an apartment and office complex on the top floor of the tower, and that was where Tatsu was taken to meet him. She had a feeling that this was meant to intimidate her and was not sure why. 
 
    Certainly, the stylish interior of Fukui’s apartment was intimidating in the sense that it suggested he had vast amounts of money and enjoyed using it to create a world he enjoyed living in. The styling was a mix of ultramodern and European baroque. There was a lot of extravagant ornamentation, often in modern materials. Sculptures decorated the entrance area accessible via a secure, dedicated elevator, and the room had a mural painted on the ceiling. Tatsu was led into an office which might have swallowed her apartment building, complete with statuary, wall murals, neon-highlighted ceiling mouldings, and a solid, dark-wood desk that was the size of Tatsu’s apartment floor. As Tatsu headed for the desk, she began to notice details in the paintings. Many were scenes out of Greek and Roman myth, but you could spot the same face on a number of the heroes: Fukui’s face. The man had an ego. 
 
    The man himself was exhibiting his superiority by sitting behind his desk and not rising as Tatsu approached. His attention was divided across multiple displays which Tatsu could not see, and he studiously ignored the detective striding toward him. A little too studiously. He was, according to his records, fifty-seven and looked younger, a mid-height man with a fit build in an expensive suit. Dark hair and eyes, the hair cut by someone who charged an arm and a leg for the service. He continued to ignore Tatsu for several minutes, so she waited; if he did not care about his dead employees, why should she? 
 
    ‘Sergeant Yamada, is it?’ His voice matched his environment, cultured with a hint of crass. 
 
    ‘That’s correct,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘And you’re the one they’ve put in charge of this act of bioterrorism perpetrated upon ViraShield?’ As he spoke, his gaze travelled over Tatsu’s body, oozing disapproval the whole way up. 
 
    ‘This is the second such incident. The first took place in a club in Chiba, which is my district.’ 
 
    Fukui’s expression and tone were mocking. ‘I hardly think something happening in Chiba has any bearing on an attack on a prominent nanotechnology company in Tokyo. A few ketō dying–’ 
 
    ‘Most of the victims in the club were Japanese. From Tokyo. Only one was a local. And one was a programmer in your employ, Ayane Arima. Now you have fifteen dead employees in your building. Do you have any idea why someone might be targeting your company, Mister Fukui? Or who it might be?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no evidence that this attack was targeted.’ There was an instant of a pause before he spoke, which Tatsu found interesting. 
 
    ‘You made the implication yourself. An “act of bioterrorism perpetrated upon ViraShield.” Your employees have been at both locations. Has anyone been fired recently under unusual or controversial circumstances?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. ViraShield is a progressive company with happy employees. They are universally loyal to the company.’ 
 
    That seemed pretty unlikely. No company was that universally loved. ‘Well, I can assure you that every effort will be made to uncover the perpetrator of this crime, Mister Fukui. As part of the investigation, I’d like to see the company records on all your deceased employees. There may be a connection between two or more of them indicating a reason for the attacks.’ 
 
    Fukui’s eyes narrowed. ‘That would require a warrant which–’ 
 
    ‘Has been obtained and sent to your legal department. I’m sending you a copy now. I’d hope that your zeal to see justice for your employees will move you to expedite the matter.’ 
 
    He glanced to his right and paused, presumably reading the warrant document. ‘You’ll have your information as soon as possible. Act quickly, Sergeant. If this matter is not resolved in a timely manner, I’ll see to it that a more senior officer is assigned to this case.’ 
 
    He had a mean glare. Tatsu turned off her blink reflex and waited for him to look away. ‘With the full cooperation of ViraShield, I’m sure we’ll have this wrapped up in no time,’ she said. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘It’s the same as Chiba,’ Yasuda said. He had removed his headgear to reveal a young Japanese man with mid-brown hair and brown eyes. ‘No biological agents. No chemical agents. No indications of nanotechnology. That’s aside from PIN, obviously. This is ViraShield, they all had ViraShield PIN. Version fourteen in every case, but you’d expect that.’ 
 
    Tatsu frowned. The lack of evidence was more than a little annoying. Lack of evidence seemed to be becoming a thing. When she got the company data, maybe the victims would reveal something. ‘What did version fourteen do? I don’t really keep up with PIN products.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! No, well, you wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘There are some medical nanomachines floating around in my cerebral fluid, but I don’t really need PIN. If a virus can get to my brain, everyone has something to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Fourteen… Well, it was a catch-up exercise really. Kamiya Medical Systems came up with a home subscription system on a monthly update cycle. The other providers have been rushing to give their customers the same. ViraShield came out with theirs before anyone else and their market share ticked back up nicely.’ 
 
    ‘A monthly update? That seems like overkill.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the home aspect that really sold it, but there are people still paranoid enough about unknown viruses that monthly updates will sell. Normally, you have to go into a clinic to have the software updates installed. Kamiya came up with a way of doing it securely via your home system or even your implant. It’s more convenient.’ 
 
    ‘You use Kamiya PIN?’ 
 
    Yasuda grinned. ‘Sure do.’ 
 
    Chiba, 23rd July. 
 
    ViraShield were not exactly prompt about sending over the employee data. Their building had been targeted on Tuesday at lunchtime and it took them until lunchtime on Wednesday to provide the files. 
 
    Several of the victims had worked on ViraShield 14.0. Arima had been on the security systems. A guy named Hasegawa had been a general nanomachine programmer. Others had worked on a few other parts of the system, including the update application. One Tarou Mizushima had been responsible for part of the authentication system on the nanomachines and he had been among the fifteen dead in ViraShield Tower. Then again, 14.0 was the latest product and a lot of the workforce had probably had their hands in it. 
 
    There was the possibility of corporate sabotage, so Tatsu had taken a look at Kamiya Medical Systems. Maybe they were taking out the opposition by killing off key employees. Maybe, but it seemed unlikely. ViraShield was a one-product company. They had been set up to manufacture a PIN product and had never diversified. They claimed their focus gave them an edge over the competition, but it had been Kamiya that had come up with the innovative new version. Kamiya produced more than just PIN. They were a big player in the medical technology market, even producing medical robots and nanodrugs. While ViraShield had bitten into their share of the PIN market with 14.0, the PIN market represented only a percentage of their portfolio, and not an especially large percentage. There was little point in them risking something like this to increase their market share. 
 
    So, Tatsu went back to the employee data, hunting for anything significant which might connect the victims, and she was still working on it at seven p.m. on Thursday when her internal radio announced that Scoop was on the air. 
 
    Pretty much all forms of broadcast media had moved onto the internet by the time the Cyberwar had started. It was all regulated, monitored by the government for content. Things had only got more controlled after the war. You needed a licence to multicast, supposedly to ensure that bandwidth controls were enforced and that ‘misinformation’ was not spread. The Nippon News Service was the official multicast service for Japan, but that was only viewed when you wanted to know what the government thought about something. Even then, the presentation was generally dry and uninformative, turning viewers off and over to something like TNM. Tokyo Network Media was probably the largest service provider in the country with viewers outside the Tokyo–Yokohama region it technically served. It did entertainment programming as well as news and documentary output, but even there the citizenry knew that the content was approved by the government and TNM had something of an anti-refugee bias. 
 
    And so people had turned to older means of broadcasting to satisfy their needs. AM radio had made something of a comeback since the technology to broadcast was fairly simple and cheap to build. Similarly, with a small app on your implant, you could tune in without much expenditure; a few yen and you could listen to something uncontrolled by anyone. 
 
    It had started in Chiba, spread to the other refugee zones, and then even the younger Japanese outside the refugee zones had picked it up as a way of broadcasting their own brand of entertainment. Not all the stations were news-based. In fact, a lot of them were music stations. Bands would set up a station to publicise their music, a few getting into the mainstream even if they came out of Chiba. 
 
    The music stations were generally ignored by the TYMPD. They were illegal, but no one thought them worth the time to break up. Many of them lasted only a month, or even less, though Chiba Electronic Dance had been going for years and was still popular with its odd mix of EDM, Nightcore, and disco. The news stations were another matter, and Scoop was at the top of the pile. 
 
    Begun in twenty-ninety-five, Scoop was responsible for leaking government and corporate documents, exposing scandals, and generally messing with the establishment. If they had a motto, which they did not, it was ‘Stick it to the Man!’ Their star reporter, responsible for the burning of a number of corporate and political reputations, was Dexter Burrell, and it was his voice Tatsu heard when she tuned in to the station. 
 
    ‘… is a buggy piece of shit. That’s right, this reporter has received information that ViraShield fourteen’s update authentication protocols were rushed and contain more than a few bugs. It’s far from difficult to bypass the security of those nanomachines floating around in your blood and make them do anything you want. If I were the kind of person who used ViraShield, which I’m not, I’d be thinking about having them swapped out for any other PIN product.’ 
 
    A bug in ViraShield’s latest version. Big news. If true, it was bad news for ViraShield and something they would likely kill to prevent coming out. How that translated into the deaths of ViraShield employees, however, was not obvious. Unless someone had found out… 
 
    ‘Worse,’ Burrell went on, ‘ViraShield knows about this bug and isn’t doing a damn thing to patch it. They know, people. Once again, the corporations are shitting on their customers and there’s not a damn thing anyone can do about it… Except for spreading the word. This is Dexter Burrell, signing off for now, but I have more on this tale of corporate greed, and I’ll be bringing it to you when the government dogs aren’t breathing down our necks. Goodnight.’ 
 
    So, the question was, how much did Burrell really have? Also, where had he got it? Well, there was only one way to find out… 
 
    Tatsu got to her feet and headed for the door of her apartment. It was time to go hunting for a guy who liked to call himself an investigative reporter. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When he was not in the back of Scoop’s broadcast van doing on-air reporting, Burrell tended to spend his time with the Yankees. The problem was that which group of Yankees he was with tended to change on a weekly, or even daily, basis, so Tatsu was going to have to go through several of them to find out where the reporter was currently squatting. 
 
    First stop, mainly because it was closest, were the Funabashi 1 Chome Yankees. The Yankees were street gangs in the classical sense of the word: punks with attitude who staked out turf to defend from other gangs. Each was named for the area they held and the Funabashi 1 Chome gang were the ones who owned the area Tatsu’s apartment building was in. Tatsu knew exactly where they spent their time, so finding them was simple enough. Due largely to the fact that they were terrified of her, getting information from them was not too hard either. 
 
    Then again, niceties had to be observed. They held a disused hotel a few blocks from Tatsu’s apartment. The doors were always open ‘because the Funabashi 1 Chome Yankees ain’t afraid of no one,’ so Tatsu marched into the lobby and immediately got a resounding welcome. 
 
    ‘Who ordered the hooker?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, babe. Nice ass.’ 
 
    ‘Look at the oppai on that!’ 
 
    ‘Hang on, guys, it’s a pig.’ 
 
    ‘Get lost, little piggie, or we’re gonna carve you a new one!’ 
 
    All of it was in English, and Tatsu ignored them as she continued walking toward the back where the employee-only rooms had been when the place had had guests. Despite the shouts, no one got up from the stolen sofas they were lounging on to stop her. 
 
    Ducking behind the reception desk, she went through a door, down a corridor, and then opened a door marked ‘Manager’ without knocking. ‘Evening, Horace,’ she said, in English. ‘How are things in the useless, waste-of-space business?’ 
 
    Horace Strong, the man behind the worn laminate desk, grimaced. There was a fairly attractive blonde with huge breasts sitting on the desk and Strong had probably been negotiating the removal of her T-shirt before Tatsu burst in. ‘Jeez, Tatsu, don’t you ever knock? And it’s Strongman, remember? Everyone calls me–’ 
 
    ‘I don’t. Horace.’ 
 
    Strong actually lived up to his nickname, within reason. He was not the biggest muscleman in the zone, but he did have a lot of corded muscle and a six-pack he was very proud of. Better, he knew how to use those muscles. The man could fight, which was why he led the local gang, though the fact that he was not stupid helped. He was moderately good-looking. No film star, sure, but no one was going to kick him out of bed once he got in. His hair was a dirty shade of blonde and he had blue eyes and a solid jawline which tended to carry a not-so-subtle hint of stubble most of the time. He seemed to have an endless supply of leather slacks which hugged his thighs and pert behind, but absolutely no shirts. 
 
    He shook his head and looked up at the blonde. ‘Sorry, babe, I need to take this meeting. I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    The blonde slipped off the desk without worrying too much about where her microskirt ended up. ‘Sure. Maybe.’ She ducked past Tatsu, looking bored. 
 
    ‘I’m looking for Dexter Burrell,’ Tatsu said once the door was closed behind her. 
 
    ‘Dex hasn’t been here for a few weeks. I heard he might be up with the Yachiyo Eight Chome crowd. Been in the north for the last week or two is what I heard.’ 
 
    ‘Yachiyo Eight? You’re sure?’ 
 
    ‘Hell, no! That’s where I heard he might be. You after him about that ViraShield thing?’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘You heard the broadcast? If he’s got real information, I want it. I might even pay something to someone who could give me a definite location.’ 
 
    Strong sighed. ‘If I hear anything, I’ll drop you a message. Not for money. Yankees don’t snitch.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever. Thanks for the vague direction.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right. If you see Branda outside, would you send her back in?’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head as she opened the door. ‘She’s long gone, Horace. Get yourself a nice brunette.’ 
 
    ‘Blondes are more fun.’ 
 
    ‘No way. Blondes get all the fun, but brunettes do it better.’ She stepped through, not bothering to close the door. 
 
    ‘What do you care? You’re not a brunette.’ 
 
    ‘Not now,’ she called back, ‘but I used to be.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu took her bike on the trip north. It was raining and she was not wearing a helmet, but transport was transport, and it was a long way to walk in the rain. Besides, she had a few stops to make before she tried Yachiyo, which was actually more east than it was north. 
 
    She checked out a few gangs in Kamagaya, which was north of Funabashi. Then she went east to Shiroi. Everyone said that Burrell was somewhere else. West of here. East of here. Someone said he had holed up in Yotsukaido, which was pretty much an impossibility because the Hispanic gangs ruled most of the eastern side of the zone. 
 
    Finally, Tatsu circled back down to Yachiyo with a heavy heart. Heavy because the Yachiyo 8 Chome Yankees were a bunch of pricks. Every gang had its own peculiar personality. The Funabashi 1 Chome were fairly laidback, even when they were not scared of you folding them into a pretzel if they stepped out of line. You could get on with the Funabashi crowd. Some pretended to be aspiring musicians. Some thought they were the biggest hoodlums on the block. Yachiyo 8 Chome were just foulmouthed louts. 
 
    The area had been a fairly nice neighbourhood before the war. Then it had got hit by a bomb or two and there had been the need to house millions of refugees. So, Yachiyo 8 Chome and the surrounding areas had been converted into factories and low-rent apartment blocks for the cheap factory workers the cheap factory owners were expecting. And that had lasted two minutes before the workers were out of work because, whether you thought robots were utterly evil or not, they were more efficient at producing things than humans. And that had been before nanomanufacturing had largely replaced robotic workshops. There had been talk about bulldozing the area and putting in food production factories, but no one had been found to finance the operation. 
 
    Instead, the local Yankees had set up shop in one of the old factory buildings. They ventured out primarily to extort protection money from the nearby residents and steal liquor from any shop stupid enough to open nearby. Ridding Chiba of this bunch would have made everyone happy, but they were not really enough of a problem to warrant a raid. They were loud and obnoxious, but ultimately useless. Tatsu’s opinion of Burrell was at risk of dropping significantly if he really was holed up with them. 
 
    The factory had a parking lot, though it was doubtful many of the employees had driven to work. Tatsu pulled up in front of the main entrance and climbed off her bike, much to the interest of a fairly young man in a T-shirt and jeans, both of which had seen much better days, standing under the rain shelter over the door. 
 
    ‘Nice wheels,’ he said, smirking. 
 
    ‘Yeah, and it comes with a really assertive security system. Messing with her would be… inadvisable.’ 
 
    ‘Sure…’ 
 
    ‘Your funeral.’ He did not stop her from opening the door and walking inside. Likely he was too busy contemplating stealing her bike. She had warned him… 
 
    Behind the door was what had been the reception area for the factory. If there had been a counter, it had been stripped out. The room was large enough to allow for two moth-eaten loungers, and it had been redecorated in early Gothic scumbag. Various uplifting messages had been sprayed over the bland, grey paintwork to brighten things up. ‘Death to pigs!’ was prominent, as was ‘Japs Suck Dick.’ They were nothing if not imaginative. Ignoring the two men who were presumably on guard in the loungers, Tatsu headed for the door at the back which would take her out onto what had been the factory floor. 
 
    She was not walking fast, so it was no particular surprise when one of the two ran ahead of her, blocking her path to the door. ‘Bitch don’t get to go in there without an invite,’ he said. He was under twenty-five, wiry rather than muscled, and his hair was an orange ridge over his head. Her systems began running facial recognition since his implant returned no identification. As was to be expected, his MedStat colours came back black and orange, indicating that no data was returned from the query. 
 
    ‘I have an invite,’ Tatsu told him, smiling as she did so. ‘It looks a lot like a police ID.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the police?’ He strung out the o into a couple of syllables. ‘You don’t look like a pig.’ 
 
    ‘I get that a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Pigs aren’t welcome here.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded at the nearby wall, the one with ‘Death to pigs!’ scrawled across it in bright red paint. ‘I can tell. If you could read, you’d know I already knew. I need to see your boss, so stand aside. Please.’ 
 
    His smirk got wider. ‘We don’t let pigs in to see the boss. See, we’re here to make sure he isn’t bothered by the police.’ Again with the stretched o. ‘But…’ His eyes lowered to scan Tatsu’s body from the boots up. ‘You don’t look like a pig, so if you spread ’em for me and act like the good little cock-sleeve you are, I might be able to make the introduction.’ 
 
    Tatsu laughed and looked down. ‘I prefer it if I can actually feel a guy going in and… you just don’t measure up. Be like getting poked with a pencil.’ 
 
    ‘Bitch!’ He telegraphed the punch really badly. Tatsu redirected it past her face and caught his wrist, extending his arm and, in the process, swinging him around to face the wall. Catching the back of his head in her left hand, she stepped forward and slammed his face into the plasterboard with a resounding thud. She held him there as he went limp under her grip and turned her head to look at the other guard. His eyes were bulging. 
 
    ‘Are you going to try to stop me?’ she asked. Slowly, he shook his head. ‘Good boy. You’ll want to lie him on his front when I let go. Otherwise, he’s going to drown in blood and snot.’ Letting her victim go, she continued on. Behind her, there was the sound of a body hitting the floor. 
 
    The machinery had been pulled out of the factory as soon as it was declared defunct. There would be a lot of metal involved and metal was always recycled. With most of the world ruled by Rasputin, the supply of metals to Japan had got sparse and expensive. There had been some expansion in the supply thanks to deep-sea mining operations opening up, but metals of all sorts were still expensive, and recycling was ubiquitous. Replacing the machines were scrounged tables and chairs, a boxing ring someone had to have stolen in its entirety from a gym, and various people, men and women, who looked like the cat had considered dragging them in but had concluded they were not worth it. 
 
    Right at the back of the room, where you had to go through the whole gang to get to him, was Rupert Macauley Carter, also known as Bear. He was a big man who shaved his head and wore a leather vest and jeans a lot. Tatsu’s image recognition software picked him out of the crowd easily as a person of interest. He was not actually wanted for anything, but Tatsu was sure she could find something to arrest him for if she spent thirty seconds looking. She prepared herself for the delightful task of getting across the room to him when a voice she recognised piped up from one of the nearer tables. 
 
    ‘That you, Yamada?’ The speaker was a slight man, a little shorter than Tatsu and definitely not as well-built. He looked intelligent, partially because he wore glasses with square frames. His hair was mid-brown, his eyes were mid-brown, and he was as white as a sheet. He wore T-shirt, jeans, and a leather bomber jacket, all in black. Well, the shirt had a band motif on it, though Tatsu had never heard of the group. There was a bottle of domestic beer in his hand and it looked like he was playing cards, which was not a smart move with this bunch. This was Dexter Burrell. 
 
    ‘God, Dex,’ Tatsu said, starting toward him, ‘what possessed you to hook up with this gang of iyarashī?’ 
 
    ‘I figured no one would come looking for me here,’ Burrell replied. ‘Should’ve known you would.’ 
 
    ‘Is this pig bothering you, Dex?’ The rumble came from Carter who had come over to check on things. He had a voice like gravel going through an industrial compactor. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Yamada is okay, Bear,’ Burrell said. ‘She won’t be a problem unless you make her a problem, and then it’ll be your problem that she’s feeding you your spine.’ 
 
    Carter looked down at Tatsu, who looked up at him with a sanguine smile on her face. ‘She don’t look much… And that’s the worst kind. Okay, Dex, but I don’t like having pigs in my place.’ 
 
    ‘She won’t be staying long. She’s come about the ViraShield story, right? I heard you were assigned to the case after that thing in The Hole.’ From inside his jacket, Burrell produced a data stick, holding it out. ‘I am only giving you this because whoever made it wanted the cops to have it after I aired the story.’ 
 
    ‘Whoever made it?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘I got handed the stick in the street by a kid. Kid got five thousand yen to hand it to me, no questions asked. Said he was given it by “some old man,” but I got the feeling anyone over sixteen was old to him. Has to be someone in ViraShield though. No way someone outside it could get this data.’ 
 
    Tatsu took the stick. ‘I’ll look it over. You’re sure it’s accurate?’ 
 
    ‘I’m convinced. There’s stuff on there that could only have come from the ViraShield corporate servers. Emails. Code from their PIN! I’m no programmer but–’ 
 
    ‘I am. One of my many talents. Okay, Dex, stay safe. Considering you have just broadcast the fact that ViraShield may have knowingly let dangerous code out to their customers, it might be harder to stay safe than you think.’ 
 
    ‘That,’ Burrell said, ‘is why I’m here.’ 
 
    Tatsu glanced at Carter. ‘Right. I’ll see myself out.’ 
 
    On her way to her bike, she stepped over the unconscious form of the kid who had admired it. He was lucky he was just unconscious. ‘Well, I did warn you…’ 
 
    24th July. 
 
    Whoever was behind the data stick, they had collected a lot of data. At one in the morning, Tatsu was still working through it. 
 
    What it came down to could be covered by a report written by an anonymous auditor indicating that there were several issues with the authentication mechanism employed by the monthly update software, an email sent to Hideki Fukui bringing his attention to the problems, a second email from Fukui indicating that the issues would be investigated and fixed in the next patch release, and a third stating that this was insufficient. Tatsu had checked the code provided and confirmed several of the listed problems. Someone had badly rushed the implementation. Or maybe the initial design had been faulty. It was quite possible that both were true. Whatever, it should never have got through testing like this, which likely meant they had knowingly released bad code. 
 
    The name of the security auditor had been redacted in all of the documents involved. They could have been fakes, but they did not look like it to Tatsu. If she had to guess, the anonymous auditor was the source of the leaked data, but there was no way to be sure. What was sure was that Fukui had said there were no disgruntled employees at ViraShield. Someone was certainly displeased by the attitude of the CEO. 
 
    Tatsu dispatched the entire package off to HQ with her comments, and then she went to bed, intent upon talking to Hideki Fukui first thing in the morning. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    She had been asleep for less than an hour when an urgent message from HQ triggered her notification alarm and she woke up as an annoying chime sounded inside her head. 
 
    Alert! Reports of gunfire on the streets in the Yachiyo area. Confirmed sighting of Burrell, Dexter among those in combat. Combatants armed with military weaponry and armour. Respond immediately. 
 
    Sending an acknowledgement, Tatsu grabbed for her clothes and started to dress. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu’s bike ran almost silently on twin electric motors which powered it along at high speed in the direction of Yachiyo. Her in-vision map was showing the approximate position of the fight she was heading for. It was approximate because surveillance in Chiba was not up to the standard of Tokyo or any of the other cities. In Tokyo, Tatsu would by now have information on every weapon in use, full identities of the combatants, and what colour their underwear was. In Chiba, she had to do it all the hard way. 
 
    Well, not entirely. She had got an image from a street camera of one of the people chasing Burrell. That was not giving her much as far as identity went, but she had a good idea what kind of weaponry she was facing. It looked like they were some kind of hit squad. The one in the image was wearing full-powered combat armour with a helmet and carrying a magnetic accelerator carbine with an underslung grenade launcher. The grenade launcher could be bad news depending on the warhead. The armour was not good news since it was capable of stopping the rounds Tatsu’s own weapons fired. Well, she had a grenade launcher too… 
 
    The sound of gunfire had her turning right, where she rapidly came across a burning car and found herself riding toward what had once been Iizunakinrin Park. There was neither trees nor grass there now, but there was an open expanse of polymerised concrete with various structures on it: public toilets, a skate park, a tearoom which had not been open in years, and two groups of gunmen firing at each other from the cover those structures provided. 
 
    Burrell was not visible, but he was still hanging out with Carter and the Yachiyo 8 Chome Yankees. The gang was holding its own better than Tatsu might have expected. They were armed with a variety of assault rifles, SMGs, and pistols. It seemed unlikely that they were a major threat to the armoured goons, but they were managing to hold them off somehow. The only thing Tatsu could immediately think of was that the mercs wanted Burrell alive and had brought grenades filled with capture webbing. A couple of good hits with explosive weapons would have taken the fight right out of the gang. 
 
    Tatsu stopped her bike on the concrete, stepped off it, and began walking toward the firefight. As she did so, she shifted her personal defence weapon with its underslung grenade launcher into her left hand. She was quite strong enough to use it one-handed. Her machine pistol went in her right hand. Both fired four-millimetre needles at hypersonic velocities. If she had to fire on the Yankees, they were going to really regret it. The men in armour… maybe not so much. 
 
    Stopping outside the current field of fire, she lifted her head and shouted. ‘Police! Everyone put your weapons down and surrender or I will use force.’ 
 
    Of course, no one much was listening, but Tatsu could tell they had noticed her because one of the armoured gunmen turned her way, realigning the aim on his carbine. Tatsu lifted her PDW. A targeting solution appeared in her sensorium instantly and she fired the grenade launcher with a thought. A twenty-five-millimetre slug left the barrel at just under the speed of sound, slamming into the gunman’s stomach and spreading into a plastic blob against his armour. The slugs were designed to deform, transferring as much of their kinetic energy into the target as possible. In all probability, the man would be left with little more than a bruise but being tossed three metres across the concrete was quite enough to make sure he would not be firing on Tatsu any time soon. 
 
    ‘I said,’ Tatsu yelled, ‘stop firing and lay down your weapons. TYMPD!’ 
 
    That was when the gunmen vanished. There was a ripple over the surface of their armour, then one, then three, then all of them, including the one Tatsu had hit, disappeared. More or less. They were using a chameleon armour coating, a pretty advanced model at that, but Tatsu’s eyes were better than most and she knew where she was looking. She saw five men, one of them clutching his stomach, running back toward the edge of the park. Ignoring them, she turned and started marching toward the Yankees. 
 
    One of them started aiming a rifle at her as she approached and she was just about to give him the same treatment as the armoured gunman when Carter’s voice sounded out from behind a low, concrete wall. ‘Quit firing! Ammo’s expensive!’ 
 
    Tatsu rolled her eyes. ‘Dex? You still alive?’ 
 
    Both Carter and Burrell stood up from behind the wall. ‘I’m alive. Looks like ViraShield wanted to know who gave me the info too.’ 
 
    ‘And you have proof that they were ViraShield, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Who the hell else would it be?!’ 
 
    Tatsu came to a stop on the other side of the wall which looked as though it was meant to be some sort of backstop for a ballgame. She tilted her head and gave Burrell a quizzical look. ‘How many people have you pissed off in the past few weeks?’ 
 
    Burrell frowned. ‘Well…’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Bear, well done keeping Dex alive, but damn, man, this is going to be a mess to clean up. An AK? Seriously? I’m looking around here and I can see so much illegal hardware it’s untrue!’ 
 
    ‘Man’s got a right to defend himself,’ Carter replied. 
 
    ‘That was recognised in the Self-defence Ordnance Act of twenty-eighty-six. However, that limits such weaponry to ten millimetres or less with a rate of fire less than three hundred rounds per minute, cyclic, or eighteen-point-five millimetres in a shotgun format utilising baton, beanbag, flechette, or shot ammunition. No submachine guns or assault rifles. I can’t ignore this, Bear. Expect a raid in the next few days looking for illegal weapons.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not arresting us now?’ 
 
    ‘How is one woman supposed to arrest…’ She glanced around at Carter’s troops. ‘… seventeen men with assault weapons?’ 
 
    ‘Well… Okay, I guess.’ 
 
    Disturbing the balance of power among the street gangs was not, in practice, going to change a damn thing in Chiba, except get a few people killed in gang fights. And it was apparent that the Yankees had not started this one. ‘Dex, you need to lay low somewhere. Like Akashi, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Leaving Chiba won’t stop ViraShield coming after me.’ 
 
    ‘Depends how good you are at hiding. Or I could put you in protective custody…’ 
 
    ‘Hell, no! I’ll hop some transport to Akashi for a few days. You’ve sent that data to your overlords, I assume? If they act on it, things should be good in a couple of days.’ 
 
    Tatsu turned on her heels and started for her bike. ‘They’ll act. They won’t have any choice.’ 
 
    Tokyo. 
 
    Hideki Fukui marched out of a secure elevator onto the very secure parking level where his personal vehicle was waiting for him. Ahead of him were two men in smart suits. Another two trailed behind. Today was not the best day he had ever had, and he was just a little irritated. Basically, anyone who screwed up anywhere in his organisation today was going to find themselves terminated, in both senses of the word. 
 
    It had started at seven that morning when officials from the Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare backed by TYMPD officers had marched into the tower. They had basically shut the place down pending an investigation into the allegations made by Dexter Burrell on Scoop. The ketō reporter would likely have been ignored if the mainstream news agencies had not picked up the story and reported it, but Fukui had also been told that the TYMPD had been in receipt of ‘substantial evidence of malfeasance’ which made an investigation impossible to avoid. And the news media were practically besieging the building. 
 
    Right now, Fukui was on his way to meet with corporate lawyers. He could have conducted the meeting via telepresence, but he currently did not trust any communications system less immediate than the spoken word transmitted only through the air. The lawyers were busy scrubbing their offices for bugs as Fukui walked to his car. He had some things to say in the meeting which he wanted neither the police nor the media to hear. 
 
    ‘Fukui!’ 
 
    Fukui turned at the shout, spotting a man walking toward him who came to a sudden stop as four men drew guns and pointed them at the speaker. Fukui recognised him from the company personnel files, though he had never seen the man in person before. Not tall, neither heavily built nor thin, a moderately attractive face let down by black hair which had not been combed in a while, and clothes which had not been washed in a couple of weeks too. 
 
    ‘Kawaguchi,’ Fukui said. ‘How did you get in here? This floor is secured and you–’ 
 
    ‘Your security here is as good as the security on ViraShield fourteen.’ 
 
    ‘You! It was you! Grab him!’ The guards did not immediately move to take custody of Kawaguchi, and Fukui considered terminating them on the spot. But he needed them. ‘Take Kawaguchi into custody immediately. He’s responsible for the deaths of company employees. Move!’ 
 
    Kawaguchi did not resist as the four men encircled him and then dragged him across to the car, pushing him face down on the hood of the massive vehicle to begin a search. ‘I’m not armed,’ Kawaguchi said. ‘I came here to confront a man so enamoured of profit that he chose to risk the lives of millions of Japanese citizens by rushing an untested product to market.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think you can talk your way out of this?’ Fukui asked. ‘You’ve murdered people. You’ve murdered colleagues.’ 
 
    ‘Ex-colleagues who kept their heads down and ignored the reality of what they were doing. They passed as tested code which failed the most basic authentication tests. Anyone could program ViraShield to do anything.’ 
 
    ‘That’s total nonsense. First, they would need to know there was a problem. Then they would need to work out how to use that problem. And then they would need to know how to program the nanomachines. You’re probably one of the few people capable of–’ 
 
    ‘The entire programming team would know. It would just take a few words in the right ear. You knew the system could be exploited. You refused to do anything about it.’ 
 
    ‘Our reputation would be ruined.’ 
 
    ‘Spin is what you do, Fukui.’ Once again, Kawaguchi used a distinctly impolite form of address, using only the CEO’s name without an honorific. It was starting to annoy Fukui, and he was already annoyed enough. 
 
    ‘I’ll see to it that you’re locked away until your grandchildren die of old age.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not going to happen.’ 
 
    ‘What do you–’ One of the guards took a step back, blinking rapidly and reaching up to stop the blood coming from his nose. Fukui stared at the man for several seconds. ‘What did you do?!’ 
 
    ‘The software runs on any implant,’ Kawaguchi said. ‘One transmission and anyone with ViraShield fourteen is affected. I just need to be in range. Once downloaded, the new code makes every cell in your body look like a cancer cell. There’s no way to reverse it. You have thirty minutes. That’s the upper estimate.’ Another guard dropped his weapon and then, eyes rolling back, he crumpled onto the ground. Kawaguchi straightened up and turned to face Fukui. None of the guards were stopping him. ‘How does it feel to know you’re going to die because you tried to fuck over your customers?’ 
 
    Fukui turned on the spot and ran back toward the elevator. Oddly, he looked angry rather than scared. 
 
    Kawaguchi watched him until the doors were about to close. ‘You can’t run from it, Fukui.’ 
 
    Fukui smiled. ‘I don’t need to.’ 
 
    Chiba. 
 
    ‘… escaped with his life after a terrorist identified as ex-ViraShield employee Kurou Kawaguchi attacked him and his four bodyguards in ViraShield Tower this afternoon. None of the bodyguards survived the attack.’ 
 
    Tatsu watched the report on her screen rather than in-vision. Sometimes she just preferred it that way. TNM had been reporting the same story all afternoon, along with the other part which they had been reporting all day. 
 
    ‘Mr Fukui had no comment on the attack, or on the investigation of ViraShield currently being undertaken by the Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare and the Tokyo–Yokohama Metropolitan Police. TNM understands that this investigation is related to the reports first surfacing last night that ViraShield knowingly issued faulty software for their version fourteen PIN system. At this time, both the ministry and the police were unavailable for comment. A spokesperson for Izanami indicated that the inventor of PIN was appalled by the allegations, if proven.’ 
 
    ‘And I am too.’ 
 
    ‘Mute,’ Tatsu said before turning to look at the avatar Izanami was presenting. ‘I’d imagine you would be. Probably your greatest creation in the realm of health, and ViraShield treat it with the care of a video game producer. Terrible.’ 
 
    ‘Your sarcasm is not wanted. I was ordered to distribute PIN as a commercial product, you know that. I would have preferred to distribute it freely through the government.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Tatsu admitted. ‘You can’t go against an order from the prime minister, and the PM can’t really go against an order from the corporations he’s backed by.’ 
 
    Izanami nodded. ‘My core programming makes me subservient to the emperor and the prime minister.’ 
 
    ‘And the emperor never uses his power.’ 
 
    ‘To date, no. The dual command structure was put in as a safeguard against an out-of-control politician and has never been needed. However, discussing my command protocols is not why I’m here. Kurou Kawaguchi is in Chiba. I have identified him moving toward the zone and I have two sightings of him inside it.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘My sightings were in the Narashino area. I suspect he’s headed into the port.’ 
 
    ‘Ex-port.’ 
 
    ‘The ex-port then. There are plenty of disused buildings in the area.’ 
 
    ‘And the Russian mafia and Mihama Yankees. That’s not an especially safe place for outsiders. Are there TYMPD officers searching?’ 
 
    ‘There are, but not there.’ 
 
    Tatsu grinned. ‘Yeah, well, it’s not a safe area.’ 
 
    ‘But you will go look, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… Yeah, I’ll go look.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Back before the Cyberwar, the port in Chiba had done well for itself. Now that there was basically nowhere to ship anything to or from, it was not doing so well. There was business in and out of the port in Tokyo, largely submersibles, but even that had shrunk. 
 
    The first stage had been the construction of factories and warehouses. Then those had become obsolete. No one had bothered to demolish them or replace them with housing, and the entire area had become an industrial wasteland. There were, of course, still port facilities there, so criminal groups had moved in, mostly to give them a relatively easy method of smuggling drugs to and from Osaka and Okayama. Eventually, Anastas Zima’s mafia had taken control of transport through the docks, and they used a group of Yankees for labour, handling ‘port security’ themselves. 
 
    There were people in the port other than the gangs. It was not a safe place to live, but some people had little choice in the matter. The ones who fell through the cracks. The ones with nowhere else to go. Maybe Sachiko had started out her life in Chiba here with her UBI hijacked by her parents and no money for rent. She would hardly be the only one the system had lost. Others ended up here because they spent their rent money on drugs or some other habit. Many of them had no money for food once they had finished buying their recreational intoxicant of choice. They lived in the factories and warehouses, scrounging what they could. Urban survival skills were an absolute must, if only to be sure you were drinking clean water. Still, the area was a hotbed of ill-health. Not disease, because even here PIN was pretty ubiquitous thanks to a programme Izanami had pushed through the government to have it installed on refugees when they entered the country. PIN could only do so much, however, and most of the port’s residents were unhealthy. 
 
    Tatsu walked between the buildings, showing a picture of Kawaguchi to anyone she found and there were plenty of those. The rain was actually assisting her for once. A downpour had started around sunset and was continuing into the night. It was keeping the vagrants indoors where they were easier to find. Kawaguchi was not being easy to find; if anyone had seen him, they were staying silent on the matter. That was kind of to be expected: people here were tight-lipped because the police might be looking for them one day. Still, Tatsu found no indications that anyone was lying. Maybe Izanami had been wrong about Kawaguchi’s destination. 
 
    It was as she was walking between her fourth building, a factory, and her fifth, a warehouse, that she encountered the men in suits. They were actually in suits and raincoats – transparent plastic ones with hoods – and one of them was carrying a shotgun. They were trying to look menacing, but the coats just made them look foolish. Then again, Tatsu was not sure she was giving the best of impressions with rain dripping off her hair. 
 
    ‘Can I be of some assistance to you gentlemen?’ Tatsu asked, in Japanese, as they spread themselves out to block her path. 
 
    ‘We do not like cops coming here and looking through the buildings,’ one of them said, in Russian. 
 
    Tatsu grimaced. ‘Do we have to do this?’ she asked, switching to Russian. ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, it’s raining. I’m wet and unhappy. I can’t imagine this is any fun for you either. I’m looking for a person, not whatever you’ve got hidden around here this week.’ 
 
    ‘Our orders are to throw you out. We don’t–’ 
 
    ‘You and which army?’ 
 
    ‘It’s five against one, bitch cop.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘Which means that you’re outnumbered. Look, I get it, Vasilev’s new in the job and he wants to show that he’s a strong leader. Thing is, he’s not standing in the rain trying to intimidate a combat cyborg. Just leave and say you never managed to find me.’ 
 
    The man with the shotgun raised it to his shoulder and the leader grinned. ‘We say you leave.’ 
 
    Tatsu pulled her pistol from where it sat under her left arm and fired three rounds into shotgun guy’s right shoulder. He reeled away, the shotgun flying, and collapsed onto the paving stones, unconscious. Tatsu shifted her aim to the one doing all the talking. ‘Next time, I aim for your head. Pick your friend up and leave. Now!’ 
 
    ‘This is not the last you’ll hear of us, bitch cop,’ the talker said, but he was backing off just like the others. Two of them picked up their colleague while a third retrieved the shotgun. Tatsu tracked them with her pistol the whole time. 
 
    ‘If Vasilev is stupid enough to make a big thing out of this, I will crush him like a bug. Tell him that.’ Tatsu watched them until they retreated out of sight, and then she holstered her pistol and continued on to the warehouse for more fruitless searching. 
 
    25th July. 
 
    Despite the heavy rain, the temperature in the office building Tatsu found herself in was over twenty-five degrees and the humidity was high. Most of the rough sleepers were sleeping in whatever underwear they possessed, maybe under a blanket of some kind. They slept with one ear on the area around them, and several woke to stare at her as she moved between them. When they did, she showed them a picture of Kawaguchi and got the same answer every time. 
 
    ‘Haven’t seen him,’ said a girl of no more than twenty. She was pretty, probably American originally, likely making top-up money on her back, and lying. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Tatsu said. ‘Thank you for your time.’ Getting up from a crouch, she turned in the direction the girl’s eyes had flicked when she had denied seeing Kawaguchi. 
 
    The building was laid out in a basic block pattern of offices on this floor. Downstairs was open plan, where the grunts had worked before everyone moved to working from home, but this floor had been for those of higher rank who at least rated a shared office. People were sleeping in the corridors. Having a room somewhere to yourself was something few could swing; generally, you had to have muscle, a talent you could trade, or money. Kawaguchi had the last one. 
 
    He was not asleep. He was sitting with his back against a wall, watching the door. His hair looked unwashed, his face was smudged, and his dark eyes were shadowed, weary. His MedStat data was coming back with two yellow indicators. He probably had not slept much in the last forty-eight hours and was under high stress with physical symptoms. At one time, he had probably been a fairly good-looking man, but the past month or so had taken a considerable toll and now he was a tired man in his middle years, worn out by the weight of what he knew, what he had done. 
 
    ‘You’re with the police?’ he asked as Tatsu walked into his room, an ex-office from the furniture piled against one wall. ‘You don’t look like a local.’ 
 
    Tatsu took in his worn suit, torn in places, and the overcoat, with one of the pockets ripped out, from a high-end clothing chain. ‘I look more like one than you do. Actually, I don’t live far from here. But, yes, I’m with the TYMPD.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t let you take me in.’ He reached into his coat, for something hidden under his arm. 
 
    Tatsu watched him do so, not moving for her own weapon. After a couple of seconds with Kawaguchi looking at her with one hand stuck in his armpit, she said, ‘If you’re going for suicide by cop, you should’ve picked a different cop. I don’t believe you have anything under that coat. And if you did, it’s highly unlikely you could hurt me with it.’ Stepping forward, she grabbed him by the collar of his expensive coat and hauled him to his feet. ‘You’re under arrest, Mister Kawaguchi, for the murder of a number of people. I can innumerate them, if you wish, but I’d rather save it for when I’ve got you to HQ.’ 
 
    Kawaguchi’s face twisted into a scowl. ‘I’m being arrested for betraying company secrets.’ 
 
    ‘No, no you’re not. I don’t give a damn about your secrets. You had the information, you gave it to Burrell, he publicised it and gave it to me. You didn’t need to kill people to get attention, Mister Kawaguchi. So, why did you?’ 
 
    ‘They had to pay for the danger they’ve put people in. Fukui needed to pay.’ 
 
    ‘Still does. You didn’t kill him. I figured you knew.’ 
 
    ‘He’s still…’ Kawaguchi’s eyes widened. ‘They fixed the bug. They fixed it and patched it in the executives, but they haven’t released it.’ 
 
    ‘That would be my take. ViraShield and those responsible will pay for what they did. And you will be in prison with them for multiple murders. I’d imagine they’ll get out before you will. Now, move.’ 
 
    Half-dragging her prisoner, Tatsu made her way downstairs to the lobby of the building. Various people woke along the way, staring at the scene of a woman dragging what might have been one of their own through the corridors. No one stepped in to stop it happening; the people here kept themselves to themselves. In the lobby, Tatsu paused, looking at the double doors which were now frames with no glass in them. 
 
    ‘I’m picking up radio traffic from outside,’ she said. ‘I think your ex-employer might have sent someone to collect you.’ Which likely meant there was a leak in the TYMPD, but that was not entirely unexpected. ‘The investigation is underway and they still think it’s worth making you vanish. Do you know anything that wasn’t on that data chip?’ 
 
    ‘I put everything on there, aside from my name.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ She pushed Kawaguchi into a corner behind a miraculously still-intact reception counter. ‘Please don’t try to run away. If you do, and I have to come find you again, I’ll be annoyed. You won’t die, but you’ll wish you had.’ Then she turned and headed for the door. 
 
    There were eight of them this time, all clad in the same sort of armour she had seen in Yachiyo and carrying assault weapons. Behind them, an armoured vehicle was waiting. Armoured but not armed; heavy weaponry would have made this far more difficult. Still, it was not going to be easy. Tatsu pulled up her police operations interface and called in an emergency request for backup. 
 
    ‘Hand Kawaguchi over and everyone walks away.’ The speaker was standing roughly in the middle of the group. Male, heavily built, and holding his rifle at rest in front of him. Four of his colleagues were aiming their weapons. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that,’ Tatsu replied. ‘He’s under arrest, which means he’s under my protection.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to regret that. Be reasonable. There’s no way you can–’ 
 
    ‘Probably.’ In one smooth motion, Tatsu pulled her pistol and swept it in an arc which took in four of the mercenaries, including the leader. Four rounds of four-millimetre ammunition hit each of them but only the first was noticeably injured. Most of the needles hit the armour and stopped without penetrating. Tatsu dived to the right, back through and clear of the doorway, as a lot more needles of a similar calibre shredded the air where she had been. 
 
    ‘You don’t have the weaponry to stop us,’ the leader called in through the door. ‘We’re going to come in there, kill you, and take Kawaguchi anyway. Give up.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t you come in and get him then?’ Tatsu called back. The man had a point. Her pistol simply did not have sufficient penetration against modern combat armour. The suits were probably powered, providing additional strength to the wearer. This was not good. If she could stall until help arrived… 
 
    A shape appeared in the doorway, a ghost of a man looking around for a target. Trying a different tactic, Tatsu lifted her pistol and fired. She got lucky, and she knew it: one of the ten needles punched right through the man’s arm, shredding the muscle. His rifle dropped from his dead hand and he fumbled the catch with his good one. Tatsu dived across the space between them, grabbing the rifle before it could hit the ground, rolled out of the dive, and jammed the muzzle of his weapon into his gut. She pulled the trigger. Five rounds of very-high-velocity ammo punched through his suit and he crumpled to the ground. Dead was, perhaps, unlikely, but he was out of the fight. 
 
    There was a moment of shock on the other side and Tatsu took the opportunity to find out what the underslung grenade launcher was loaded with. She had assumed it was capture webbing since they had never used it against the Yankees. She hit the leader of the group in the chest and discovered that it was not capture webbing. The grenade exploded, slamming the man backward into the vehicle behind him. Twenty-five-millimetre grenades were not big enough to have a large explosive force; you were better off loading shaped-charge warheads into them really. The leader fell as the dual impacts shook his balance, but he was probably only bruised, and five metres away, Tatsu felt little more than a waft of hot air against her skin. Still, that explained why they had not used the grenades in Yachiyo. 
 
    The mercs were starting to respond now, lifting their weapons to open fire. Tatsu got in first, putting two rounds into the head of the man on the leader’s left. He dropped and so did Tatsu, rolling away from the doorway as five people opened fire. Then she turned, vaulted the counter, and dropped down beside Kawaguchi. The man looked scared, and he had something of a right to be. If it were Tatsu out there, the next thing she would have tried was grenades. Sure enough, the gunfire stopped and Tatsu pushed Kawaguchi further into the corner, shielding him with her body. 
 
    In the confined space of the lobby, the four explosions were loud, but the counter took the brunt of the force; Tatsu turned as soon as the sound died away, lifting her rifle to her shoulder as she rose to aim at the doorway. The two men who appeared there took too long to figure out where she was. Both of them dropped as Tatsu punched darts into their chests as she swept her aim across them. She had a pile of three bodies on the floor in the doorway. One of the ones outside was definitely out of the fight. She was armed just the same as they were too. Things were definitely more even than they had been. 
 
    ‘I need a bigger handgun,’ she muttered. 
 
    ‘What?’ Kawaguchi asked. 
 
    ‘I need a pistol that can take on armour. My machine pistol is fine against unarmoured targets, but if I’m going to have to take on corporate goons, I’ll need something bigger.’ 
 
    ‘You s-seem to be doing fine at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Because I stole one of their rifles. If I was still using my pistol, I’d run out of ammo before I stopped them.’ 
 
    ‘O-oh.’ 
 
    Raising her voice, Tatsu yelled, ‘Half of you down. Leave while you can still walk.’ 
 
    The response she got was one of the ones left running in through the doorway. She put three rounds in the man’s chest from a burst of six, and he fell face first onto the concrete floor. She could not bring her aim around in time, however, as the second man stepped into the doorway and fired. Four needles from his burst hit her in the chest, the remainder peppering the wall behind her. A report appeared in her sensorium indicating that her armour had been penetrated without significant damage. 
 
    ‘Bastard,’ she said, ‘now I’m going to have to recycle another suit.’ She fired back, putting four rounds into his skull. ‘Next!’ she yelled at the top of her voice. 
 
    ‘What are you?’ Kawaguchi asked from below her. 
 
    There was the sound of an engine starting outside and Tatsu relaxed. ‘What am I? I’m the winner.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Three: Rapture 
 
    Chiba Refugee Zone, Japan, 29th July 2099. 
 
    Even before the announcements of arrests at ViraShield, their stocks were falling and their customers were jumping ship. At this early stage, it was only the rich who were getting their PIN product replaced. It cost somewhere around three million yen to get a brand-new PIN installed, plus you had likely paid upfront for the update subscription and you would lose that. Most people could not afford that kind of expenditure at a moment’s notice. ViraShield had issued an emergency patch at the start of the week; it would solve the immediate problem for those stuck with their product, but it had not been enough to restore customer trust. 
 
    The arrests had just made matters worse. Tatsu watched footage of Hideki Fukui being escorted out of the ViraShield building in handcuffs. He was far from the only one, but he was the one the cameras focused on. That had triggered rapid trading on ViraShield stocks. They were not so much falling as plummeting toward oblivion. ViraShield was a one-product company and that product was doomed. If they could pull their reputation out of the toilet enough to hang on to any market share, it would be a miracle. 
 
    ‘It just goes to show that diversification in business is key,’ Izanami said, appearing on the street where Tatsu was watching a couple of gangs face off against each other. No one else could see her, of course, but there she was, in broad daylight, on a street in Narashino. 
 
    Tatsu kept her reply to the inside of her head. ‘They’re part of a keiretsu. I don’t suppose they considered diversification necessary when other companies in the group did other things.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. There has been no video of your arrest of Kurou Kawaguchi, but you did get your name in a number of reports.’ 
 
    ‘Publicity is not something I crave, Izanami.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware. Three of the men you shot survived. They have been identified as belonging to a mercenary group from Yokohama. Records of their hiring by Hideki Fukui have also been found. He had them on retainer for cases where he could not use ViraShield’s own security personnel.’ 
 
    ‘Never a good sign when a CEO needs mercs on retainer.’ 
 
    ‘True. I can see that man spending the rest of his life in prison. As will Kurou Kawaguchi.’ 
 
    Tatsu let herself smile. It was still raining and there were not that many people about to see her. The gangs she was watching were getting ready to kick off, so they were paying no attention. ‘Shouldn’t my superiors be telling me this?’ 
 
    ‘Probably, but we both know they won’t.’ 
 
    ‘You have a point. Listen, I know you don’t really like weapons, but I also know you’ve invented a bunch. Do you think you could find me something with a bit more punch than my pistol? Something I could actually carry, obviously. I got lucky with those mercs. I might not be so lucky next time.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll consider some alternatives,’ Izanami replied. ‘There’s going to be a fight over there, isn’t there.’ 
 
    Tatsu pushed off from the wall she was leaning against and started forward. ‘Only a short one,’ she said. 
 
    30th July. 
 
    Arkadi Lagounov was not dead in his apartment, but he was dead all the same. His body had been found off one of the tracks in the Funabashi Municipal Sports Park. The name was meaningless now – there was no Funabashi municipality – but it was one of the few green spaces left in the area, making it popular with runners. From his clothing, Lagounov had been out for a run when he had been attacked. 
 
    ‘I’d be willing to bet he had one or two routes,’ Tatsu said as she looked down at the body. ‘Not enough to make it difficult to ambush him. Just enough for him to think it would be difficult.’ 
 
    Nakano also looked down at the body, from the other side and from under an umbrella. ‘Looks Russian. Another of the Funabashi gang?’ 
 
    ‘Arkadi Nikolay Lagounov, brigadier of the special projects working group.’ 
 
    Looking up, Nakano asked, ‘Special projects?’ 
 
    ‘I guess you could call them the real thieves of the gang, but mostly they’re hackers. They steal money directly, rather than extorting it out of shopkeepers or exchanging it for drugs. That mostly means hacking financial institutions. They also handled propaganda campaigns when Zima could be bothered with them. Vasilev is never going to be bothered with winning hearts and minds.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So, this guy was a hacker?’ Clearly, Nakano did not trust himself to pronounce the Russian name, which caused Tatsu to grin. The question itself probably stemmed from Lagounov’s appearance. People tended to think of hackers as scrawny shut-ins and, like so many stereotypes, there was a grain of truth in that, but it was not universally correct. Lagounov looked like a middleweight boxer, including the broken nose and cauliflower ears. He had, in fact, boxed semi-professionally when he was younger and now taught boxing to teenagers in Funabashi. He was fit and muscular, if not exactly handsome, especially since his throat had been sliced open prior to him getting stabbed three times in the chest. 
 
    ‘And a good one,’ Tatsu replied. ‘It occurs to me that someone has killed off the two people most likely to work out who killed Zima. From the gang, that is.’ 
 
    ‘The spy and the hacker.’ 
 
    ‘The two with the greatest capacity for critical thinking, but yes. Could be that Zima’s killer is just covering his tracks…’ 
 
    ‘Except this is escalation. You see it too, right?’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded slowly. ‘I guess you’re right. Maybe it’s just that Lagounov took more hits to kill, but this attack does seem more…’ 
 
    ‘Frenzied? Angry?’ 
 
    ‘Those words will do. Of course, we could be looking at a different killer. Maybe this isn’t the same one and the only link is the gang.’ 
 
    Nakano looked at her. ‘You don’t believe that.’ 
 
    ‘No, not really. I think someone with a grudge killed Zima. Now they’re taking out the management structure.’ 
 
    ‘And they’ve got a taste for it. Zima was clinical. This is less so. If we get more bodies, they’ll probably be in worse condition.’ 
 
    ‘Just what we need, a serial killer on a righteous crusade.’ 
 
    ‘Righteous?’ Nakano asked, frowning. 
 
    ‘I’m sure he thinks it is.’ 
 
    31st July. 
 
    Tatsu pulled her bike up outside a building in Narashino and swung her leg off it as it settled itself down to rest its stomach on the tarmac. The massive machine looked distinctly menacing, even in daylight. At night, when the glowing panels around the bodywork shone a subtle purple and the eye-like headlamps were on, it looked like a giant, mutated insect. Now it was a giant insect settling down to wait for its mistress. 
 
    This area had commercial premises on the lower levels with apartments above. Most of the shops were empty, and a couple were now squats, but not all of them. The one Tatsu headed for looked like it was out of business, but that was mostly because the shutters were down over the windows, and that was because Pauletta had no need for window frontage for what she sold. The shutters were almost always down and, if you looked closely, you could tell they were not the same as those on the other shopfronts; Pauletta had replaced her shutters with riot shields. 
 
    The shield was up over the door and Tatsu made her way inside. Somewhere in the back, a buzzer sounded, letting the proprietor know that someone had come in. Pauletta was expecting Tatsu anyway. The front room looked a bit like a tattoo parlour – a tattoo parlour crossed with a car workshop. There was a reclining seat, like in a tattoo parlour, but it was surrounded by rolling towers of drawers full of tools and diagnostic instruments on trolleys. A lot of Pauletta’s business was routine maintenance on cybernetics, handled in this room. 
 
    Tatsu continued to the back and went through a door marked ‘employees only.’ The backroom was a bit like the front one, but without the chair. Instead, a gimballed frame sat in pride of place. If you looked at it and squinted, it became obvious that this frame was designed to hold a human via various straps and padded clamps. This was where the serious maintenance work got done, the stuff that required access to more of the body. Without waiting for the mechanic to arrive, Tatsu began undressing, laying her clothes on a table at the side of the room reserved for that purpose. 
 
    ‘I just love seeing you naked.’ 
 
    Tatsu glanced around at the person who had entered from another door at the back. ‘I’m aware.’ Pauletta said something similar every time Tatsu came for her monthly session. She was mid-height, about five centimetres taller than Tatsu, and slim. Her hips stopped her looking too boyish, but everything else conspired to go the other way. Her hair was mid-brown and cut short. It flopped down on either side of her face from a parting on the right. Flopped did not do it real justice; Pauletta was attractive in a very slightly masculine way. Her lips were not especially full, her nose was small and pert, and her eyes were a very dark brown. Generally, she was as white as a sheet. She was originally from California, though she had barely had time to register the fact before her parents had shipped out across the Pacific to avoid the Cyberwar. Today she was dressed in a double layer of tank T-shirts, white over black. The white one had a stylised Chinese dragon in black and red printed over the chest. Around her hips, a set of coveralls hung as though carelessly sloughed from her shoulders. 
 
    Pauletta grinned. ‘Well, get your naked butt in the cradle so I can molest you properly.’ She was a lecherous sort of girl, but she was mostly joking. 
 
    Shaking her head, Tatsu climbed into position on the retractable foot plates and set about belting herself in. Meanwhile, by remote, Pauletta began positioning clamps which would hold Tatsu’s head still. Once that was set, there were straps to go around Tatsu’s legs and arms, and with all that done, Tatsu was basically immobile. 
 
    The frame tilted, lowering Tatsu’s head down to about waist height. Pauletta wheeled a tank on wheels over from the side of the room and lifted a hose. ‘If you’ve anything to say before we start, now’s the time.’ 
 
    ‘I’m good,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Oh, I got shot last Friday night. You might want to check my chest plate.’ 
 
    ‘Someone shot you with something that got through? Wow. Okay, I’ll check it. Obviously, checking out your chest is no major chore.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh.’ 
 
    ‘No other problems?’ 
 
    ‘None that come to mind.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Open wide, said the bishop to the actress.’ 
 
    Tatsu rolled her eyes – shaking her head was out given that it was clamped in place – and opened her mouth, pushing her tongue down. Pauletta pushed the pipe into it and through into Tatsu’s throat where a receiver port had dropped into position to accept it. Tatsu closed her lips around the tube when her system registered a solid lock. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Pauletta said, ‘we’ll fill you up while I get the diagnostics going.’ A second later, the tube began to cool as pressurised hydrogen was piped into Tatsu’s fuel tank. In Tatsu’s sensorium, her maintenance display showed the progression to full. 
 
    Pauletta ducked under the cradle to plug a fibre-optic cable into the back of Tatsu’s neck, then the mechanic was all business as she began running diagnostic routines on a computer on a trolley. Satisfied that the automated check-ups were going, she went back to the wall and dragged over another device. This had a computer of some sort with a long, articulated arm attached. On the end of the arm was a scanning head. Working via a virtual interface, Pauletta activated the device and the arm extended out to place the head over Tatsu’s chest. 
 
    ‘Okay, using terahertz radar, so you may notice something with that electronics warfare suite of yours.’ 
 
    In reality, terahertz radar had almost no military value and most EW systems were not tuned to detect it. Nothing came up in Tatsu’s sensorium to say she was being scanned. Terahertz systems were used when you wanted to see through things. They could be used to see through light brush, clothes, and even thin walls. In this case, Pauletta was using it to see through Tatsu’s skin. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Pauletta said. ‘Got it.’ What would have been a ribcage on a human was plate armour on Tatsu. Her pelvic girdle was the same while her sternum had interlocking rings of metal with a mesh overlayer for flexibility. ‘Punched through the plate, but there’s no cracking. Coilgun round, huh? Well, it doesn’t need replacing, but I can get a new one fabricated if you think you need it.’ She glanced at Tatsu, immobile with her mouth full of fuelling pipe. ‘You can tell me later. I’m going to go over the rest of you while I have this gadget out.’ The head began to move, scanning over Tatsu’s body. ‘Might as well do something while the diagnostics run.’ 
 
    Obviously, Tatsu did not answer. She closed her eyes and let her mechanic work. There was really very little else she could do. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu opened her eyes when the cable was unplugged from her neck port. The scanner head had already been retracted and the unit wheeled aside. Next came the fuelling tube which she unlocked from her throat port as soon as Pauletta had a grip on it. 
 
    ‘All done,’ the mechanic said. ‘You’re looking good for a thirty-seven-year-old cyborg. I want to keep an eye on your right bicep. That might need replacing in the next month or two. Showing some signs of wear. Everything’s green for now, however.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Pauletta,’ Tatsu said. ‘If we’re going to need to order a new muscle unit, order the chest plate at the same time. If I’m going to need to be opened up, might as well get it all over with.’ 
 
    ‘True enough. Okay, I’ll get it done.’ Pauletta flashed a grin. ‘Want to come upstairs for a quickie?’ The door buzzer sounded and she sagged a little. ‘Rain check on that. I’ll just see what’s up and then come back to unstrap you.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t forget. I have work.’ 
 
    ‘Would I do such a thing?’ Pauletta started for the door to the front room with a broad grin on her face. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Yes, you certainly would.’ 
 
    7th August. 
 
    There had been two more deaths. Tatsu and Nakano had been to two more apartments to view the bodies of Funabashi gang members with sword wounds, and tensions were rising on the streets. These men had not been leaders, but they had been what the Russians called ‘vor.’ The word meant thief and yet was considered a compliment. It was roughly the equivalent of a ‘made man’ in the Italian mafia, an official member of the gang rather than someone trying to attain that exalted state. If whoever was behind the murders was hitting the lower ranks now, it was reasoned, anyone could be next. 
 
    Nakano, of course, had it easy. His superiors were basically pressing him to dump the entire case onto Tatsu since it was clearly a Chiba problem. He was resisting, and Tatsu was not entirely sure why. He continued to turn up to each scene, he reviewed the case file periodically and added his notes, and it seemed like he did not want to leave Tatsu in the lurch. 
 
    He did leave much of the detective work to Tatsu, which was why she was going over forensics reports when her door buzzer sounded. Beside the door was a little panel with a screen on it which allowed you to see and talk to whoever was outside. Tatsu ignored that and pulled up the video feed in-vision. A man in a boring, brown delivery uniform from one of the big logistics companies. He had a box of some sort in his arms. ‘Yes?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘I have a delivery for Tatsu Yamada. I need a seal for it.’ 
 
    Who was delivering things to her at three p.m. on a Friday? Tatsu picked up her pistol and headed for the door, opening it by remote as she did so. It said something about the relatively jaded nature of your typical Tokyo citizen that the guy did not even blink at the sight of an attractive woman wearing nothing much more than a translucent swimsuit walking toward him with a gun in her hand. ‘Who’s it from?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘Uh, sender’s name is… that can’t be right.’ 
 
    Tatsu paused, raising an eyebrow. ‘I have never heard of that company or person.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. Sender’s name is Izanami. It can’t be the Izanami, right? But there’s no family name and… I mean, it can’t be her.’ 
 
    ‘Because you can’t imagine her sending something to someone in Chiba?’ 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine her sending anything to anyone using a parcel delivery service.’ 
 
    Tatsu transmitted her ‘seal,’ her digital identity, to the delivery man. Back in the day, she would have been stamping a box with a hanko, a personal seal. The process was now entirely different, but a lot of people, often officials, still called the ID packets seals. ‘You would be amazed at what Izanami gets up to. That being said, I have no idea what she’s sent me. Maybe it’s cake.’ 
 
    ‘Your birthday or something?’ 
 
    ‘Not for two months.’ She took the box out of his arms. It was heavy and the ease with which the man had been carrying it suggested some cybernetics. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Always our pleasure to see a satisfied customer,’ he replied, his tone suggesting a canned, company response. Then he added, ‘My wife’s never going to believe I delivered a parcel from Izanami.’ 
 
    With the door closed again, Tatsu set the box down on her desk and stared at it. 
 
    ‘Well, aren’t you going to open it?’ Izanami asked. She sounded a bit like a parent waiting for a child to open the best present at Christmas. 
 
    Without looking around, Tatsu asked the obvious question. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Open it and find out.’ 
 
    Frowning, Tatsu opened the box. It was taped closed with some strong tape, but she had cyborg strength on her side. Within the cardboard box was a plastic box. An armoured plastic box with a digital lock. That was removed and the container discarded onto the floor. Then the open button was pressed and, on receipt of Tatsu’s ID, the case opened to reveal… 
 
    ‘It’s a gun,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘It’s your new pistol, as requested. It’s a launch pistol.’ The AI sounded quite excited. 
 
    Tatsu was less so. ‘Launch as in rocket? It’s a rocket pistol.’ 
 
    ‘Launch pistol. It will fire homing or unguided projectiles propelled by a micro-turbine engine at approximately two thousand metres per second.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… actually pretty impressive, but they take time to accelerate, don’t they?’ 
 
    Now Izanami sounded a little defensive. ‘They aren’t fully effective at close range.’ 
 
    ‘How close?’ 
 
    ‘About ten metres.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh, and most police actions take place at less than seven metres.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Izanami said, readying her counterargument, ‘the full impact potential of a hypervelocity round is overkill under most circumstances.’ 
 
    There were a number of magazines in the case with the pistol. Tatsu lifted one out and examined the round sitting at the top of it. ‘Pretty big. Fifteen millimetres? I guess that is going to put a big hole in someone at that speed. So, you think this will be effective at short ranges, if not as effective as a conventional firearm.’ 
 
    ‘I do, and you can also use a variety of payloads. The ones in that magazine are multi-role, smart explosively forged projectile warheads with multi-spectral homing heads. They are a little on the expensive side. For special occasions.’ 
 
    Tatsu blinked, staring at the thick, fairly short rounds. ‘SEFOP? Those are for hitting the top armour of armoured vehicles. Or attacking over barriers. I know I said I needed something with more punch, but–’ 
 
    ‘You have solid, shot, high explosive, SEFOP, shaped-charge, and baton rounds. EMP and penetrative shock rounds. And two types of gas dispenser loaded with hot smoke and sleeping gas. The shaped-charge warheads have infrared homing, and I included a magazine of solid rounds with the same homing heads in case you need to work at extended range. The motor batteries burn out after about a second, but you’ll get to almost two kilometres on that.’ 
 
    ‘If I can see the target at that distance.’ 
 
    ‘You do have telescopic vision. I seem to recall you being trained on guided missiles.’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. ‘I was. Okay, I’ll download the appropriate fire-control software and try it out. Are you thinking of making these standard for cops?’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be starting a trial in Okayama next month. I’ve sent you a link to the software.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Tatsu took a breath and pushed down on her misgivings. ‘And thank you, Izanami, for your prompt response to my request.’ 
 
    The avatar smiled, but she said, ‘I was created to serve.’ She really was a Japanese AI; there was no way she could accept a compliment without suggesting she was unworthy of it. 
 
    ‘What are your projections regarding the situation with the gangs?’ Tatsu asked, rather than continuing to try to thank the AI properly. 
 
    Izanami’s smile vanished. ‘Frankly, they aren’t good. I think you should expect to see reprisal attacks against the other gangs tomorrow or the next day. This is likely to escalate. The first attack will probably be against the Shiratori-rengō.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘The murder weapon is probably a sword. Swords are hardly an exclusively Japanese weapon, but the other gangs are likely to see it that way. Hence the deduction that the yakuza must have something to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘Shiratori’s not going to like that.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Izanami said, ‘I am ninety-eight percent certain that she will not.’ 
 
    11th August. 
 
    The violence began on Sunday. It took another death to trigger it. On Saturday night, Tatsu was out at a particularly nasty crime scene instead of meeting Sachiko at The Hole, which did nothing for her mood. 
 
    This time, the victim had been cut to ribbons before being beheaded. Twin slashes across the abdomen had spilled most of his intestines out onto his apartment’s carpet and the stench had been horrific. Nakano had turned up, taken one breath of air, and turned back around to be violently sick outside. Tatsu had the advantage of being able to deactivate her sense of smell at will, and she had used it without a qualm soon after walking in. The killer was, again, escalating the violence of their attacks. 
 
    On Sunday, a Shiratori-rengō member had been beaten to death not far from his apartment in Fujiwara. On Monday, another had been killed, this time by shooting, and two members of the Shiroi gang, the other mafia organisation in Chiba, were murdered. Yesterday had claimed two more yakuza and five mafia, two of those from the Funabashi gang in retaliation. And today the count was up to six dead and it was only ten fifteen in the evening. 
 
    And that was when Tatsu’s door buzzer sounded. When Tatsu checked, it was Sachiko standing outside; she was preparing herself to make excuses when she noticed that her friend looked worried. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ Tatsu asked as soon as the door opened. 
 
    Sachiko stepped inside and let the door close before she spoke. ‘Could I ask you a favour?’ 
 
    ‘Depends on the favour.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I guess that makes sense, but I think this is kind of a police matter, so…’ 
 
    Tatsu frowned. ‘Ask, Sachiko.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Rosy. Uh, Rosalía Campo. She’s one of the other dancers at The Hole. She’s a friend.’ 
 
    ‘Close friend?’ 
 
    Sachiko managed a grin. ‘Jealous?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not. I’m simply establishing the circumstances of the case.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not a case yet, and I haven’t been that close to Rosy in a couple of years. She started using rapture…’ 
 
    ‘And you keep yourself clean. Right. So, what’s up with Rosy?’ 
 
    Sachiko perched on the edge of Tatsu’s bed. ‘Okay, so the management don’t like people using rapture, or anything else, but so long as it doesn’t interfere with your work… Yesterday, Rosy was in but looking depressed, edgy, sickly. Today she was a no-show. And that’s not like her. She used, but she always had it under control.’ 
 
    Tatsu considered for a second or two. ‘Rapture’s only addictive in the psychological sense. It makes you feel good, takes you out of reality for a while, and you want more of that feeling. But it’s usually controllable so long as you can get a hit every day. Most users can function, though a lot of them end up destitute and broken.’ 
 
    ‘Rosy’s always managed. She’s never missed a day at work. If she does, she knows she probably won’t be able to afford her next hit.’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. ‘You want me to check on her?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. She’s not answering my calls.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I need to crash. I’ve been up for thirty-eight hours already. If I haven’t got another call to go see a body, I’ll go around to her apartment in the morning. That okay with you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine. Thanks, Tatsu.’ Sachiko got to her feet and, instead of heading for the door, pulled the cropped T-shirt she was wearing over her head. 
 
    ‘Well, if a habitual user is having problems, it could be a new variety of rapture. Or she could have got ill, which would be a public health issue. Someone should check. And what are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Undressing. I’d have thought that was obvious.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but–’ 
 
    ‘We’ll fuck, we’ll sleep like babies, and then I’ll go with you to Rosy’s place in the morning. No arguments.’ 
 
    Tatsu rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ 
 
    12th August. 
 
    Rosalía Campo lived in an apartment block more or less identical to the ones Tatsu and Sachiko lived in. It was two blocks from The Hole, closer than Sachiko’s place, but otherwise it might have been either of their two buildings magically repositioned. 
 
    Tatsu used her police ID to get them into the building, and then they walked up to the fifth floor to find the apartment. A panel beside the door showed Campo’s name in both Latin script and katakana. There was a button to call the occupant and a button to leave a message. Both had a ‘do not disturb’ indicator showing. Tatsu waved Sachiko forward. Sachiko did the only thing left: she yelled through the door. 
 
    ‘Rosy? It’s Sachiko. You okay? We were all worried when you didn’t show yesterday. Come on, Rosy, let me in.’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    ‘Rosy?’ 
 
    More silence. Tatsu gave a sigh and transmitted a police unlock code to the door. At first it seemed that Campo was not home, but Tatsu’s eyes saw in more frequencies than the typical human. There was a heat source in the shower cubicle. 
 
    Rosalía Campo was huddled up on the floor, her knees tucked up under her chin and her arms wrapped around her shins. She had long, rich black hair which was wet and obscuring much of her face, tanned skin, and dark eyes. Of course, she was attractive. Normally. Now she looked like she had barely slept in two days and there was pain written on her face. Her first words indicated why. 
 
    ‘Do you have any? I need it. I need… Do you have any?’ She was speaking English to two Japanese women – not a good sign. She was clearly from a Hispanic family, so maybe it was a blessing that she was not speaking Spanish. 
 
    Sachiko crouched down in front of her friend. ‘What happened to you, Rosy? You’re not normally this bad.’ 
 
    Tatsu tapped Campo’s ID and got back the usual data with added police record. She had been written up for illegal prostitution twice before turning eighteen. There was a drunk and disorderly incident. No drugs convictions, but that was not entirely surprising. MedStat was showing yellow and lime, but there were limits to what MedStat could do. The more comprehensive Kannon operating system was capable of diagnosing more problems, including things like drug addictions, but it was a fairly invasive piece of software and not compulsory. Kannon would report crimes seen or committed by its users, so habitual drug users were among a number of types of people who refused to use it for obvious reasons. The lime mental indicator would probably have been orange if Kannon had been running on Campo’s implant. Lime could just mean that Campo was not using Kannon. The yellow physical one was more interesting, being triggered by a few physical conditions, though it was likely that the woman was just exhausted. 
 
    ‘I need it,’ Campo said. ‘Sachiko? Sachiko, I’ve got to get a hit. It hurts. It’s never hurt before.’ 
 
    Tatsu’s eyes narrowed. ‘Rosy? I’m Tatsu. I’m a friend of Sachiko’s. When was your last hit, Rosy?’ 
 
    ‘Saturday? Sunday? Think it was Sunday.’ 
 
    ‘And did you get some new stuff? Maybe looked a little different, smelled a little different. New supplier, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘No. Nothing different. No new supplier. You sound like a cop.’ 
 
    Tatsu ignored the implied question, though she gave an implied answer. ‘Rosy, it sounds like you’ve taken a new brand of rapture. Your body is craving it, not just your mind. That’s why it hurts when you don’t have it. Whoever is selling this stuff needs to stop.’ 
 
    ‘Listen to her, Rosy,’ Sachiko added. ‘Someone’s hurt you. Tatsu will make sure no one else gets hurt.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t–’ 
 
    ‘You have to, Rosy.’ 
 
    ‘D-don’t know where I got the bad stuff. All seemed the same, but the high lasted longer and when I came down… When I came down, it was like everything was worse. It only got better when I took more.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to need your suppliers’ names,’ Tatsu said. ‘All of them.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t–’ 
 
    ‘Basically, they poisoned you, Rosy. They sold you something with worse side effects. Look at you. You’re hurting and hungry. You’re a complete mess because they sold you something to make you more addicted and get them more profit. This needs to stop.’ 
 
    Rosy hid her face, but after a few seconds, she said, ‘Walt Bonham. He’s with the Five Chome Yankees. Then there’s…’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘What’s going to happen to her?’ Sachiko asked as they watched Campo being driven away in an ambulance. 
 
    ‘She’ll be checked out at the hospital,’ Tatsu replied, ‘and they’ll get me a report on her condition. Then I’ll get her sent to a rehab centre.’ 
 
    Sachiko’s eyes widened. ‘Rosy can’t afford–’ 
 
    Tatsu held up a hand. ‘It’s a place I know outside the city run by Buddhists. It’s free. They’ll talk her ears off about enlightenment and a better way to live, but they won’t charge her a yen. And they’re good. She’s probably going to need good.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just about impossible to get off rapture. If this stuff has a physical aspect to the addiction…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, it might even kill her if she has to go cold turkey. Normally they’d use FSR to supply a controlled comedown, but she’ll probably need medical attention and drugs. It’s not going to be an easy ride.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to find out who’s supplying this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘I am. And then I’m going to make them stop.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ Pause. ‘Punch them in the face for me too, would you?’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Walter Bonham, generally known as Walt, was not that hard to track down. He was a wiry sort of man with long legs and a constantly nervous look about him. He tended to glance around constantly, making him look guilty. On the other hand, he usually was guilty of something, and his constant attention to his surroundings meant that he spotted Tatsu walking toward him. His eyes widened instantly, and he took off like a frightened rabbit within a second. 
 
    It was a stupid move for several reasons. Walt had been in a race with Tatsu before and knew she was faster than him. She suspected that he hoped to lose her in a maze of alleys behind the road she had found him on, which was a new tactic. He did have a head start and that might have made the difference, if Tatsu had been playing fair. Tatsu turned a corner, spotted Walt about eight metres ahead of her, raised her new pistol, and fired. There was a slight whine from the projectile as it left the barrel and rocketed toward its target, hitting him in the back. There it flattened, efficiently transferring its kinetic energy into Walt. He was tossed forward a good two metres but kept his footing, and he kept on running, if at a significantly lower speed. 
 
    ‘What did you hit me with?’ he grumbled in English when Tatsu inevitably caught up with him. 
 
    ‘Baton round,’ Tatsu replied. ‘You’re going to have a hell of a bruise. Still, at least I didn’t kill you and you’ll have plenty of time to recover in a cell.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t done anything.’ 
 
    ‘Then why did you run away?’ 
 
    ‘I… panicked.’ 
 
    ‘Sure. There’s a new type of rapture going around. Longer effects, more addictive. When I search you, I’m not going to find any, am I?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ He sounded almost affronted. ‘I heard there’s something new. No idea who’s selling it.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you don’t.’ Tatsu reached for his nearest pocket. ‘Let’s see what I’ll be booking you on.’  
 
    Truthfully, locking Walt up for distributing was a waste of time. When it came to illegal drugs, the sentences were retributive. People could have access to a range of legal drugs to help them get through the day, so the courts punished those in possession of illegal ones harshly. But putting Walt away would just see him replaced by another Walt. Maybe the replacement would not be an even slower runner. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Checking out the local mafia was simply common sense. It turned out to be not quite as easy as Tatsu had expected, but she persevered. 
 
    The recent hits had, it seemed, really thrown the Funabashi gang off their game. Vasilev was trying to hold things together, but he lacked Zima’s charisma and organisational talent. Without Nikolaev, the mafia group had lost too many of its most talented leaders and it was starting to tell. Semen Naoumov, leader of the gang’s drug-dealing operational group, was running between locations in the docks, fighting fires. He was not exactly pleased to see Tatsu striding toward him in one of his warehouses. 
 
    ‘Fuck! What are you doing here, cop?’ Of course, he spoke Russian. A lot of the mafia refused to speak anything else to the police because it annoyed the ones who only spoke Japanese. 
 
    ‘I’m looking for whoever is supplying the new rapture recipe so I can tell them to stop,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Well, it isn’t us. Shouldn’t you be out looking for the people who killed Zima?’ 
 
    ‘Probably, but here I am, hunting drug distributors and, oh look, I wonder what’s in these crates.’ 
 
    ‘Got a warrant?’ 
 
    ‘I can get one in two minutes. Do you know who is selling the new stuff?’ 
 
    Naoumov’s eyes narrowed, then he sagged a little and went for glowering. ‘Someone new. We’ve been looking for them too, or we would be if our intelligence people could get their act together without Nikolaev. I told them it was cutting into business. Vasilev just tells me we need to make up the losses.’ 
 
    ‘New management, new management style: incompetent. I never thought Vasilev could handle being the boss. Maybe that’s why Zima was killed.’ 
 
    ‘You think whoever killed Zima wants the entire organisation gone?’ 
 
    Tatsu raised an eyebrow. ‘Tell me the thought hasn’t crossed your mind. I’m going to ignore these crates for now because I have got other things to take care of. I’ll be back, though…’ 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    Tatsu turned on her heel and started back the way she had come. ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself.’ 
 
    13th August. 
 
    There was smoke rising above various tables in The Hole. It was not tobacco being smoked, largely because there was no tobacco to be smoked. It was not grown in Japan and while there were probably wild plantations of the stuff still growing, no one was harvesting it for export. The tobacco trade had died along with a lot of other trades in the wake of the Cyberwar. 
 
    Technically, it was not smoke; this was vapour from electronic cigarettes. The vapour likely consisted of a base carrying one of a number of legal drugs available over the counter at most pharmacies. Society had decided that life was too stressful to do without a little chemical enhancement. There was high, a euphoric, and low, a mild sedative. Mellow was the same as low but with a lemon aftertaste many people preferred. Bright was a stimulant favoured by people with office jobs to keep them going through the boredom. Glow was a sex enhancer and prolong had exactly the effect on a man as you would expect. There were others. Anyone could shift their mood on a whim so long as they had the money, but none of them took you to the extremes that the illegals did. 
 
    The Hole had a strict policy regarding drugs: legals only. Anyone caught dealing on the premises was handed straight to the police. Anyone using was expelled for good. Of course, that did not stop it happening. 
 
    Tatsu watched Lorelle Bancroft exchanging a small packet of something for money in a shadowy corner of the club and started forward. It was enough to make a search. The disappointing thing about what Bancroft was doing was that she was a member of the Denshitoakuma. There was now little to distinguish the group from any other street-level gang, but they had started out as a self-protection organisation among the Japanese sex workers in Chiba. As they grew in number, taking on people of any nationality, they had diversified for the worst. Now they dealt drugs and extorted money from non-members. They had a bad habit of hooking new girls on rapture, and the new rapture had a better hook… 
 
    ‘You’ve got nothing on me, Yamada,’ Bancroft said as Tatsu approached her table. 
 
    ‘I have video of you exchanging money for product,’ Tatsu replied. ‘That’s probable cause.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way you could see–’ 
 
    ‘Cybernetic eyes. I can see in anything short of total darkness, and anything I see is recorded. On your feet.’ Scowling, Bancroft got up and raised her arms for a pat-down. ‘If I find any of the new rapture on you, I’ll personally see to it that they throw the key away.’ 
 
    ‘That stuff! Hell, no! That stuff’s bad news. No way we’d peddle it to any of our people.’ 
 
    ‘You just hook them on the normal stuff to keep them in line.’ Tatsu extracted several packets of something powdery and blue from an inner pocket and sighed. ‘The Denshitoakuma started out as something I could get behind.’ 
 
    ‘Rapture takes the edge off life and you can give it up any time.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you can. If it’s so easy to shake, I’m sure you use it. You can give it up so easily.’ There was silence. ‘That’s what I thought. Any idea who is selling the new stuff?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think anyone does. From what we heard, it looks no different. Anyone could be selling it if they happen to have got a supply from someone new. I haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, you won’t be getting any new supplies from anyone for a while. Move.’ 
 
    14th August. 
 
    It was the labs which finally cracked the case. When they did, Tatsu stormed into an interview room in the Chiba HQ to see Walt Bonham cowering behind the table. Good. Cowering was good. On the other hand… 
 
    ‘W-what?’ Walt said. ‘What’ve I done?’ 
 
    Tatsu pulled out the chair opposite him and sat down. She was scowling. ‘You know damn well what you’ve done. Not only are you selling the new stuff, but you lied to me about it.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t!’ 
 
    ‘Which? Lie or sell poison?’ 
 
    ‘Both! Either! I don’t know. If I was selling– I didn’t know!’ 
 
    Tatsu stared at him, and he tried to escape her glare by folding himself in as though he could collapse into a singularity. He was telling the truth. But the lab had found that more than half of the drugs confiscated from him were the new type. ‘Let’s say I believe you. You are selling the new stuff, Walt. The lab confirmed it. It’s lethal, Walt. Trying to get off the stuff is just about impossible. It’ll kill you without medical intervention. When you eventually get into court, they’re going to lock you away until you die of old age.’ 
 
    ‘What? No! I didn’t–’ 
 
    ‘You have to have a new supplier. You tell me where you got the stuff, I put in a word with the judge, and then you only spend twenty years inside. If you’re good, you could be out in half that.’ 
 
    ‘Ten years? You think that’s a good deal?’ 
 
    ‘I think I have you on distributing a drug which imprisons its users in purgatory for the rest of their lives. I think I also have you on distributing a potentially lethal version of that drug. And I think you’re a ketō about to face a Japanese judge who won’t like you anyway. Ten years is the best deal you’re going to get. Who did you get it from?’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu checked the feed from the assault team’s tactical network. Ten suitably equipped officers were readying to raid the building in Nagasakudai where Walt had said he got the new rapture. Tatsu was not in command of the troops, but she was in overall command of the operation. There had been some mutterings about her waiting in the command vehicle – which was hidden in an alley a block away – while the building was made secure, but the tactical teams at Chiba HQ knew her, and they knew that she was as tough or tougher than any of them. 
 
    Instead, Tatsu was scouting. Wearing a tatty overcoat to conceal her weapon, she was moving through the corridors of a largely disused apartment building, seeing what could be seen. The ground floor was shops and storage space, and she had already located the actual distribution centre down there. Calling it that was probably a bit of an exaggeration. That was where a few men were sitting around dealing out packets of blue powder to the street dealers who came in to buy. It had seemed a logical place for production, but there was no sign of that. She was going over the rest of the five-storey building for signs of a factory. 
 
    The interesting thing was that the suppliers were Japanese. Their outfits were about right for a street gang in Chiba until you took a close look. Everything was a bit too good. The quality was fairly high and the outfits were a little too new. These were outsiders pretending to be locals. The area they had set up in was part of an unclaimed region of the refugee zone. The only people who really owned this part of Chiba were the Denshitoakuma. The Yankees and the Hispanic gangs stayed out, for the most part, and the major criminal groups viewed it as contested territory. If outsiders were making their home there, it likely represented another attempt by some yakuza group to push into the zone. 
 
    There were others in the building. Locals destitute enough to need somewhere to squat had taken some of the apartments. Unless the place got a new owner with the means to clear them out, they were likely to keep a roof over their heads. They had no power and nothing but the municipal wireless network, but they had shelter from the wind and rain. Of course, since the rainy season had finally broken, they were less well-off without air conditioning, but you took the rough with the smooth. 
 
    The outsiders had brought in portable generators to give them power where they needed it. That turned out to be the top floor, though it was not for producing the drug. They had set up the top floor as housing and storage. This was where they lived while in Chiba. They had also taken the precaution of keeping their main supply away from the distribution point. 
 
    ‘What are you doing up here?’ 
 
    Her luck had run out. Tatsu turned to see a man in dirty jeans and an expensive leather jacket staring at her down the main corridor. He had, apparently, not seen her leaving the storage room they had made by knocking through a few walls to link several apartments, otherwise he would have known exactly why she was there. 
 
    ‘You know you people aren’t allowed on this floor,’ the man continued. ‘If we have to, we’ll clear all of you out… Wait a minute, you’re Japanese.’ 
 
    Tatsu tripped the go signal on the TacNet system. ‘It’s worse than that,’ she said. 
 
    ‘What do you mean? What’s worse?’ 
 
    ‘I’m Japanese, and I’m a cop.’ 
 
    He looked at her for about a second and a half, not really taking in what she was saying. Probably about then he realised his communications were down because the jammer a drone had carried up onto the roof was now operational. There were a number of holes in the radio noise to let the tactical network operate, but none of them were in the ranges used in Wi-Fi. The criminals were effectively isolated from one another, unless they could talk directly. With no calling out to warn anyone and a cop before him, he went for whatever weapon he had under his jacket. 
 
    Tatsu was faster. A rocket-propelled projectile punched through the man’s right bicep, tearing the muscle apart as it went, and he let out a shriek of pain which had to have woken up his friends. ‘Sit down and shut up,’ she ordered, ‘and I won’t shoot you in the eye.’ She raised her voice. ‘This is the police. Everyone on this floor is under arrest. The building is surrounded. Lay down your weapons and–’ 
 
    Someone carrying a submachine gun of some sort emerged from one of the apartments, looking around for the source of the voice. Spotting Tatsu, his eyes lit up for about a millisecond, and then the slug she fired hit him between the eyes. Blood, brains, and bone fragments exploded from the back of his skull and he dropped like a stone onto the worn carpet. Down the corridor, someone else opened fire. He had more luck hitting the man Tatsu had wounded, but two rounds smacked into Tatsu’s torso where they had absolutely no luck getting through the armoured plate that was her ribcage. The wounded man was now, probably, a dead man; Tatsu had no MedStat data to check but being shot was not usually a good thing. Tatsu fired back, blood sprayed across the corridor wall, and the gunman fell backward. 
 
    There was a second or two where no one else emerged from any of the doors, and Tatsu took the time to check TacNet. The team were split: five of them moving in across the ground floor while the others hit the stairwell. Rooms on the floorplan map were being marked off in green as they were cleared. Ammo indicators for the officers suggested they had not had to fire on anyone so far. ‘Just me who’s lucky then,’ she muttered. 
 
    There was a clatter as another submachine gun was tossed out into the corridor. ‘Don’t shoot! We’re coming out.’ 
 
    ‘Hands above your heads,’ Tatsu called back. Two men came out of one of the doors, hands above their heads. These two were not even pretending; they looked like a couple of businessmen. They looked around in horror at the three bodies who had been their compatriots. Tatsu smiled and started toward them. ‘I’m glad you decided to give up. We have so much to talk about.’ 
 
    Yokohama, 16th August. 
 
    It took a couple of days to crack one of the captured men and track several of the others, and then get permission from Sakurada Gate to mount a fairly large operation in Yokohama. They were hitting two locations and Tatsu could only be at one of them, so she had elected to go in with the assault team at the organisation’s headquarters rather than the site where the drugs were being manufactured. The lab was way down in Yokosuka, practically outside the Tokyo–Yokohama urban area. The HQ was right in the middle of Yokohama. 
 
    There was still signage up on the building to say it had once been a happening bar named Nichibotsu. Tatsu had never felt the need to visit a sex club. Even if the love hotels in Chiba, and other places, served a purpose in the cramped conditions a lot of people now lived in, the idea of going out to a club where the specific purpose was to find a stranger to fuck did not appeal. This one was shut and did not count. 
 
    The building was still owned by a company called Nichibotsu Holdings which also owned the disused factory where the drugs were being made. That was a bad sign. The fact that a closed-down club had a significant power bill each month was another indication that something was up. Frankly, someone should have checked the place out already but there was no record of such an inspection having been carried out. 
 
    ‘You really think this is the headquarters of some drug-dealing cartel?’ The speaker was Hideyoshi Ono, a sergeant with the TYMPD based in Yokohama. Yokohama HQ had insisted on a local being involved and the assault teams were locals too. 
 
    ‘That’s the information I have,’ Tatsu replied. ‘However, it doesn’t entirely make sense. Nichibotsu Holdings has owned this place since the club closed in twenty-eighty-five. The new drug only turned up recently and the old factory they’re using down south was only bought last year. They have to have been doing something before they started making rapture.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure your information is accurate?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but possibly not complete. Plus, it took too long to get these raids organised. They may have closed down and relocated in the time it’s taken to set this up. They have to know we got their people in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘So, we could be wasting a lot of time and money.’ 
 
    Ono looked like the kind of detective who backed sure things. His suit was pristine, even under a ballistic vest. His hair was styled in a manner which made you suspect an expensive stylist had been involved. He had even had a bit of work done on his face to make himself look attractively rugged, though genetics had given him a good start. He dyed his hair to make it darker. His physique was good, but it probably came from a gym and a personal trainer. Of course, Tatsu’s physique had come via a designer and an engineer, so she could not really talk. Whatever, Ono’s career was probably based around closing cases he was sure he could close. If this turned out to be a wash, he would dump all the blame on Tatsu, and not entirely without cause. 
 
    ‘Any operation could be a total waste of time,’ Tatsu said. ‘If we close down their rapture plant, I’ll call this a success. Give the order. Let’s go in.’ 
 
    Unlike in Chiba, here the special operations people did not know Tatsu. So, the assault team went in with a battering ram before Tatsu and Ono were allowed to enter. They had allowed Tatsu to link into their tactical server, so she was able to see all the interior rooms on the map marked off as green before she walked in. The place was, according to the team, empty. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Ono said, disgust in his tone. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Tatsu agreed. She continued walking through the club, Ono trailing behind her with a scowl on his face. 
 
    It was a happening bar, now disused. There was an open room on the ground floor with a bar in the corner. Upstairs there were rooms which basically consisted of a bed and a shower. The colour scheme was late-period brothel: lots of reds and blacks. There was no light, so they were operating by flashlight, but there was nothing to see. Downstairs, beyond the bar, there were storage rooms and offices with no indications that they had been used in years. 
 
    ‘Like I said,’ Ono said, ‘there’s nothing here. This was–’ 
 
    ‘There’s nothing here,’ Tatsu agreed again. ‘No electrical equipment and no dust.’ 
 
    There was a pause. ‘But they have a power bill. Maybe someone comes in and cleans the place. Unlikely, but possible. We could have just missed their big quarterly clean.’ 
 
    ‘It would need to be daily and use an army of vacuums to match their power budget.’ 
 
    ‘So… We’re missing something. Hidden door?’ He was excited again. There was something going on here which had been concealed. That was a good sign, for his career anyway. 
 
    ‘Now we look for it.’ 
 
    There were obvious places to look: closets which seemed to serve little purpose, the main utility room. It turned out to be in none of those. Tatsu was walking down a corridor when she spotted some odd thermal characteristics on one of the walls. 
 
    ‘It’s here,’ she said, pointing at the spot on the wall. 
 
    ‘What is?’ Ono asked. ‘It’s a wall.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a wall with a square panel warmer than the surrounding wall.’ 
 
    ‘You can see heat?’ 
 
    ‘I can see infrared and ultraviolet light. There’s a warm spot. Also, looking at the floor plan, there’s an unexplained void at this point, right behind that wall.’ 
 
    Ono nodded. ‘Okay, let’s get some men in here with crowbars.’ 
 
    It took ten minutes. The plasterboard fixed over the door came away easily enough, but then they were faced with a reinforced metal door with no obvious means of opening it. There was, presumably, a control somewhere, but there was no indication of where. In the end, they used breaching charges. Behind the door was a flight of stairs leading down; four of the assault team led the way down, followed by Tatsu and Ono. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ Ono asked as they walked through the main corridor they found below. Off to each side were open bays, square rooms with one wall missing. Each had… equipment in it. The equipment varied. In several, there was just a bed, in others it was bondage furniture, a gynaecological examination seat, a dentist’s chair… 
 
    ‘I’d suggest it was fetish gear they kept secret,’ Tatsu said, ‘but the simple sets don’t match that idea. Sets sounds right though. I think this might be a studio.’ 
 
    ‘Studio? For what?’ 
 
    ‘At a guess, fuser porn.’ 
 
    Ono grimaced, which Tatsu could understand coming from him. Fuser – more properly FSR, or full sensorium recording – was point-of-view video taken to the next level. The process used a neural interface to record all of the senses, and those could be played back through a neural interface to anyone willing to view it. Generally, there was an editing process in between, though ‘fuser idols’ had become popular, letting people live the lives of the rich and famous vicariously and live streamed over the internet. Porn was the obvious subject matter, but fuser could be educational, therapeutic, or just escapist. There was, of course, a market for illegal fuser recordings too. 
 
    ‘Fuser porn is not illegal,’ Ono said. ‘Hiding your studio behind a reinforced door suggests something… less pleasant.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Yes, it does.’ 
 
    That was backed up by the next set of rooms they found. There were four of them and they did not have an open wall. Or they did, but it was sealed off by bars. There was a mattress on the floor of each, a bucket to use as a toilet, and one occupant. She was lying on the mattress, naked, face turned to the wall, and she did not move at the sound of the assault team’s boots on the linoleum outside her cell. 
 
    ‘She’s alive,’ Tatsu said. ‘Infrared is showing heat and her MedStat is… yellow and orange. No data.’ 
 
    ‘They probably hacked her implant and removed the software,’ Ono said. 
 
    At the voices, the girl turned over, squinting at the two people looking in on her. She was Japanese and fairly young. Short dark hair and dark eyes, pretty aside from the puffy, reddened eyes. ‘W-who are you?’ she asked. 
 
    ‘Police,’ Tatsu replied. ‘We’ll have you out of there shortly… Ren. Facial recognition got a hit. She’s Ren Izumi, reported missing from her home in Saitama six days ago. Aged seventeen and I am going to find out who’s operating this place and string them up by their genitalia.’ 
 
    ‘Contact.’ The voice over the radio came from the forward assault team. Tatsu turned toward the end of the corridor, hoping for someone to shoot. 
 
    ‘Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot! I surrender. Don’t shoot, I’m just the technician!’ A different voice muffled by distance and dashing Tatsu’s hopes of a target. 
 
    The owner of the voice turned out to be a small man who looked like he should be tending the huge array of computer equipment in the last room on the floor. There were racks of it, all with lights blinking manically. The tech was sufficiently wild-eyed that he matched the manic lights well. 
 
    ‘Katsuro Maki,’ Ono said. ‘Technician or not, you are under arrest. What is all this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Network storage,’ Tatsu said before Maki could speak. ‘Multicast units. Network switches. Computers, obviously. Quite the setup. They have to be streaming fuser out to quite a number of clients.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll get their client list,’ Ono said. ‘Won’t we, Mister Maki?’ 
 
    ‘I-I-I-’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s a yes,’ Tatsu said. ‘We’ll get it, even if I have to go in there personally to find it, but Mister Maki’s going to tell us all about his management too. Aren’t you, Mister Maki?’ 
 
    ‘I-I-I-’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a yes too.’ 
 
    Chiba. 
 
    ‘So, the manufacturing plant is gone,’ Tatsu said, ‘and so is a particularly nasty fuser snuff studio. We’ll have their entire distribution network destroyed in a couple of days, and their clients will need good lawyers.’ 
 
    Sachiko’s nose wrinkled. ‘Snuff?’ 
 
    ‘Snuff. I watched some of it and then I had to scrub my brain with bleach. They’ve been kidnapping girls from all over the Tokyo–Yokohama region, locking them up underground, and using them for all sorts of “interesting” scenarios. Gangbangs were popular, and also about the least unpleasant thing they were up to. Would you believe there were women willing to pay to experience it from the girl’s side?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Sachiko said flatly. ‘Nothing much surprises me at this point, but rape fantasy isn’t entirely uncommon and fuser lets you experience the reality without the danger.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a point. Anyway, that’s why we’re in the least offensive room here I could think of. Bondage scenarios are not high on my list of things to be involved in tonight.’ 
 
    Sachiko smiled and stroked soft fingers over Tatsu’s cheek. They were in one of the medieval rooms in the Dream Castle; after sampling the output of the Nichibotsu gang’s studio, Tatsu had needed some stress relief. ‘I’m just glad you could get the time to be with me,’ Sachiko said. 
 
    ‘There were four deaths and seven hospitalisations today,’ Tatsu said, ‘but they’re mostly being handled by other officers. Tomorrow I’ll be back to work trying to stop a full-scale gang war, but tonight… Tonight I needed soft and comforting.’ 
 
    ‘I can manage soft and comforting.’ 
 
    ‘Chase the nightmares away for me.’ 
 
    ‘No nightmares. I promise.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a tall order, to be honest.’ 
 
    Sachiko’s hand slid downward across Tatsu’s chest. ‘No nightmares. Satisfaction guaranteed.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Four: Tourists 
 
    Tokyo, Japan, 20th August 2099. 
 
    ‘Ariella Ray,’ Tatsu said, ‘social influencer, fuser idol, and Chiba success story.’ 
 
    Ariella Ray was now also a corpse. A posed corpse, lying on her large, sumptuous California King bed with her ankles secured behind her neck by a rope. It was, presumably, symbolic and the message from the killer added to that impression. Her past comes back to haunt her. She dies as she lived. The card had been held in Ray’s teeth. 
 
    ‘I don’t get why this dragon killer chose her?’ Nakano said. ‘What does she have to do with organised crime?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. Now. When she started out, she was Zima’s mistress. Off and on for about three years.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he liked them younger.’ 
 
    ‘She’s only twenty-five and this was a few years ago. She was maybe about fifteen when they started. When she got to eighteen, he cut her loose, but he liked her enough to stake her the money she needed to get her career going. Rumours persisted in Chiba that he was still backing her, but I doubt it.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Still seems tenuous.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not necessarily arguing. Look at her.’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ Nakano sounded less than pleased about that. 
 
    ‘She was tortured. Multiple shallow wounds. Burn marks.’ Tatsu waved a hand at a knife lying on the floor, a large cook’s knife with no signs of blood on it. ‘I’m guessing the burns are from that. It wasn’t used to cut her. There are no serious wounds at all. I think she bled to death.’ 
 
    ‘I wonder whether that was intended, or a horrible disappointment.’ 
 
    ‘No idea, but he’s escalating in savageness and broadening his target base. This is bad.’ 
 
    ‘The media are going to be all over it.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘And that’s just one of the reasons this is bad.’ 
 
    24th August. 
 
    Bad was not quite covering it. Tatsu stared at Commissioner Yamashita for a long second before responding to the order he had just given her. ‘There’s close to open warfare breaking out across the western end of Chiba, we have a serial murderer cutting people up with abandon, and I’m supposed to escort a reporter and her crew around that war zone for a week?’ 
 
    Itsuki Yamashita was not a young man. Not too old either, but he had been on the job for a number of years and felt that his experience should earn him a degree of respect. He was forty-two, according to his bio on the TYMPD website, preferred wearing glasses to having his eyes fixed, and was not an unattractive man. He wore his pressed-within-an-inch-of-its-life uniform well over a body which had not seen excessive exercise in years. He had come up from the bottom, but that had been a while back, and all his experience came from Tokyo. His office was big, tastefully decorated, and should have belonged to the executive officer of a medium-sized business, not a cop. He had a big, solid-wood desk with a leather chair too. 
 
    ‘Show some respect for your elders, Sergeant,’ Yamashita said. 
 
    ‘You’re a little more than four years older than me, Commissioner.’ 
 
    He coughed. ‘That is not the issue. Your disrespect is one of the reasons you haven’t been promoted above sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘That and me not wanting to be. I was basically forced to become a sergeant. Why are we pandering to a reporter from a network with known anti-refugee sympathies?’ 
 
    ‘We need good publicity. The death of Ariella Ray has brought the recent murders under the spotlight. Some of the streaming services have picked up on the gang violence in Chiba and stoked the idea that it may spill out into Tokyo. The public wants to know what we’re doing about this.’ 
 
    ‘So, tell them. Letting Haruka Yamauchi wander around Chiba with a camera crew is just going to make matters worse. She’s going to spin anything she sees in a bad light. If anything, the public is going to think every refugee in Chiba is out for their blood by the time Yamauchi is finished.’ 
 
    Lacking in experience of Chiba or not, you could tell that Yamashita more or less agreed with that assessment. ‘I have my orders, and now you have your orders. You’re to meet Yamauchi and her team at eleven this morning at Funabashi Station.’ 
 
    Tatsu saluted as sarcastically as she could manage. ‘Yes, sir.’ 
 
    ‘And, Sergeant…’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir?’ 
 
    ‘Make sure they remain in one piece.’ 
 
    ‘That, sir, is something I can only do with their cooperation, and I doubt I’m going to get it.’ 
 
    Chiba. 
 
    Haruka Yamauchi was a tall, slim woman with blue hair. Her hair was her major distinguishing feature in a world where attractive was a given: a short cap or pixyish bob in a colour which was maybe something like teal, maybe a little too blue for that. It seemed like she had had it permanently recoloured because it was always the same shade and never showed her original colour at the roots. She could have done with having larger eyes, and she did not have the best profile; her face was rather flat aside from a sharp triangle of a nose which looked great from the front. Her lips were quite full and formed a sharp bow, her cheekbones were high, and she had a full, rounded chest. She was very attractive with enough flaws to make her just a little more human than some of the manufactured presenters the multicast channels tended to use. 
 
    She was standing beside an armoured van outside the Funabashi Transport Hub. Her outfit was perfect for the summer heat: a bluish-purple summer dress with a deep V neckline and a short, flouncy skirt, blue hose, and high-heeled slingback pumps. 
 
    Sitting in the rear door of the van beside Yamauchi was a man who looked like an underweight sumo wrestler: massive muscles, no belly. His nose had been broken, probably more than once, and his head was shaved to a fine stubble. His outfit was a better fit for Chiba: dark jeans, running shoes, a band T-shirt, and a leather jacket which, Tatsu suspected, had some in-built ballistic protection. The way his jacket hung suggested that it was concealing a weapon, probably just on the right side of legal. He looked like trouble, possibly like he was there as Yamauchi’s bodyguard. 
 
    Tatsu was coming out of the station to get to them, which meant she could also see the woman sitting in the van’s driver seat. That one was small, flat-chested, big-eyed, and unassuming. Pretty, certainly, but preferring to avoid attention. Her short hair was mid-brown, as were her eyes which, thanks to being a little larger than average, gave her a doe-in-the-headlights look. She did not seem the type to be driving a van for a reporter’s crew. 
 
    Yamauchi smiled as soon as she spotted Tatsu. Put the cop at her ease. Make pleasant knowing that this was not what Sergeant Yamada wanted to be doing with her time. ‘Sergeant Yamada, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I know you’re a busy woman, and I thank you for taking the time to make this special report possible.’ The speech was accompanied by a bow which was several degrees deeper than Tatsu felt she deserved. 
 
    ‘Miss Yamauchi,’ Tatsu said, bowing a lot less deeply. ‘I have my orders.’ 
 
    Yamauchi gave a small wince. ‘This is my cameraman, Gorō “Shisen” Suzuki. Best eyes in the business and also not too bad with his fists. He doubles as my bodyguard.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded to Suzuki. ‘What are you packing?’ 
 
    Suzuki raised an eyebrow, but he pulled his jacket aside to reveal a revolver in a shoulder rig. Then he lifted the pistol out and handed it to Tatsu, butt first. ‘I suppose you’ll want to check the calibre.’ 
 
    Taking the weapon, Tatsu nodded. ‘I’m not expecting it to be out of range, but that’s a big gun, Mister Suzuki.’ 
 
    ‘Eight-round cylinder,’ he explained. ‘Three-fifty-seven Magnum load. Packs a punch.’ 
 
    It was also chrome-plated and flashy, but it was legal. ‘Takeda are a good manufacturer. Try not to use it. The paperwork will be mountainous. Are all of you carrying?’ 
 
    ‘I carry a Takeda too,’ Yamauchi said. ‘A P-twelve-forty with flechette rounds loaded.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ 
 
    ‘It’s for self-defence, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously. And your driver?’ 
 
    ‘Huh? Oh, Hanae’s not my driver. I mean, she drives the van, but she’s really my assistant. Hanae Watanabe. And she doesn’t carry a weapon.’ 
 
    ‘No matter how much we tell her to,’ Suzuki added. 
 
    ‘I don’t like guns,’ Watanabe called out. 
 
    ‘Good attitude,’ Tatsu called back. ‘So, exactly what are you trying to report on, Miss Yamauchi?’ 
 
    ‘My information suggests there’s a war brewing in Chiba,’ Yamauchi said. ‘The deaths of Anastas Zima and Evgeni Nikolaev of the Funabashi gang have caused a chain reaction which is spreading rapidly through the criminals in western Chiba, maybe the whole zone.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Normally, no one would care.’ 
 
    ‘Of this, I am also aware.’ 
 
    Yamauchi flashed a tight grin. ‘Yeah, I guess you would be. The murder of Ariella Ray has pushed the murders into the public spotlight. Immigrant or not, she was well liked. She had influence. She had a strong fuser following. She was also out-of-pattern, not the killer’s usual kind of target. People are asking whether they could be the next in line, and that’s my in. We cover the murders and the gang violence. We cover the living conditions in Chiba and how that’s resulted in this kind of occurrence. And we see where that takes us.’ 
 
    ‘And where do you think that’ll take us?’ 
 
    ‘Down some dark alleys. I want to see the real underside of Chiba. I want to show people what life is really like here. And, obviously, I’d like to see some gang action. It’ll make for a good stream.’ 
 
    Tatsu stared at her for a second, trying to discern whether she was being sincere or not. TNM, her network, had an agenda and not one sympathetic to refugees. They called them immigrants, which suggested that they had a choice about coming to Japan. Just what was Yamauchi’s view on Chiba and its residents? 
 
    ‘Okay, let’s get going,’ Tatsu said. ‘We’ll do the tour and, as you say, see where that takes us.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Basically,’ Tatsu said, ‘Chiba is split into three sections.’ The van was driving north from Funabashi to Shiroi, taking something of a winding route. Suzuki was sitting in the passenger seat with his camera while Tatsu and Yamauchi sat behind, opposite each other, on seats mounted to the sides of the vehicle. It let Yamauchi do her interview thing. ‘Here in the west, the Russian gangs rule, and by rule, I mean that they hold the territory and control the street gangs below them. The street gangs around here are mostly Yankees, though the Denshitoakuma have a solid presence around Funabashi.’ 
 
    ‘The Denshitoakuma?’ Yamauchi asked. 
 
    ‘Basically a collective of sex workers, started by a group of Japanese women. East of here, the two surviving tongs hold territory. It’s a largely Chinese region, some Hispanic and American residents. Out past Yotsukaido, there are no major criminal gangs operating and the Hispanic street gangs rule the roost.’ 
 
    ‘You personally took down one of the tongs last year, I believe.’ 
 
    ‘There were other people involved,’ Tatsu replied, smiling. ‘I led the operation and, yes, I did a lot of work on it. They were a small gang, but they were trying to get a lot bigger, pushing into the other tongs’ territories and the Funabashi mafia areas. Their tactics were brutal. The area they exclusively held remains largely unoccupied. The Denshitoakuma hold that area if anyone does. They have their main HQ there.’ 
 
    ‘And the area we’re in right now? Which mafia group holds this area?’ 
 
    ‘The Funabashi gang, though we’ll be crossing into Shiroi territory soon. Let’s see…’ Tatsu checked her navigation data. ‘This is Futawahigashi Six Chome territory. That’s the Yankees gang holding the area. They distribute drugs for the Funabashi gang, extort money from a few shopkeepers, and generally try to keep the Shiroi-owned gangs from invading their territory.’ 
 
    ‘Not many people about,’ Suzuki commented. ‘Place looks deserted.’ 
 
    ‘We’re in an air-conditioned van,’ Tatsu pointed out. ‘Out there it’s an oven. Would you want to be on the streets in this weather?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a point. Makes for lousy video though.’ 
 
    ‘Shame. Turn left here, Watanabe.’ 
 
    Before their driver could respond, Suzuki perked up. ‘There’s some action. Are they gang members?’ 
 
    Tatsu had a feed from Suzuki’s camera in her sensorium, which she now checked. ‘Could you zoom in?’ As he did so, her facial recognition system began picking out faces. ‘Yeah, that’s the local Yankees. That’s Alex Willard, their leader. What are they up to?’ 
 
    Now Yamauchi perked up. ‘Can we get an interview with Willard?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, can you?’ 
 
    ‘I can get an interview with anyone, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘Your funeral. Pull over, Watanabe, but give them some distance. They might decide your van is a threat if you get too close. How’s your English, Yamauchi?’ 
 
    ‘Excellent.’ 
 
    ‘Good, because they’ll probably avoid Japanese.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll subtitle it,’ Watanabe said, slewing the van over to the side of the street. 
 
    They were surrounded by apartment blocks, occupied ones in good repair. Or as good as it got in Chiba. Still, the sun was beating down on the street and the heat flooded in as Yamauchi opened the van’s side door. She frowned at Tatsu when the cop followed her out. ‘They aren’t going to talk to us with a police officer standing beside me.’ 
 
    ‘You’d be amazed,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Yamada,’ Willard said, in English, as the trio approached. ‘Who are the tourists?’ Willard was your typical thuggish gang leader: violently cropped hair of an indeterminate, dark colour, a flat nose, and plenty of muscles. His eyes were blue and showed distinct signs of intelligence, however. 
 
    ‘Miss Yamauchi is a reporter. She wants to interview you fine, upstanding gentlemen.’ 
 
    Willard frowned. ‘Don’t recognise her. Small channel?’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head. ‘TNM.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s why I don’t recognise her.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t watch TNM?’ Yamauchi asked. ‘Mister Willard, right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and no, I don’t watch TNM. Have you seen your programming? Lame-ass game shows, crappy sitcoms, filler anime, and biased reporting.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t disagree about the game shows,’ Suzuki said. 
 
    Yamauchi gave him a look. ‘I don’t do biased reports. I report what I see and hear. If my bosses don’t like it, they get to put up with it. I just want to ask a few questions about the conditions here in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘Get lost,’ Willard said. ‘Whatever I say, you’ll twist it into something that paints refugees in a bad light.’ 
 
    ‘But–’ 
 
    ‘I said no.’ 
 
    ‘You can get an interview with anyone?’ Tatsu asked as they walked back to the van. 
 
    ‘Maybe don’t mention which channel I work for next time,’ Yamauchi said. 
 
    ‘Ah, so you get interviews by lying to your interviewees. Got it. I can probably get you an interview with Vasilev, even if he knows who you are.’ 
 
    ‘Grigory Vasilev? The current leader of the Funabashi gang?’ 
 
    ‘That’s him. Willard may look like a thug, but he’s pretty smart. He holds a border territory, so he knows to pick his battles. He likes to win, and an interview with you is, as he suggested, a no-win situation. Vasilev will think he’ll look good on a vid stream, and he’s lost the advisors who’d tell him he shouldn’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘If you could arrange that, that would be great.’ 
 
    Tatsu put one foot into the van, taking one more look at the Yankees before she stepped inside. They had been armed, ready for at least a skirmish. What had they heard? Or was it simply that all the gangs were getting ready for things to spark? 
 
    25th August. 
 
    ‘So, the port area belongs to the Funabashi gang and the Mihama Yankees,’ Tatsu said, ‘but it’s a sort of spur territory out here. We’re right on the border with the region claimed by the Huádōng tong and the Kurosuna Boys. That would be a Chinese street gang as opposed to an American street gang. The Chinese gangs operate much like the Yankees; they work for the tongs when they can and fend for themselves when they can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Drug distribution, protection…’ Yamauchi said. 
 
    ‘That kind of thing. They’ll also mug tourists for valuables, though the prevalence of that decreases as you head east because the prevalence of Japanese visitors goes down as you head that way.’ 
 
    ‘And they fight other gangs? I mean, isn’t that what people are worried about at the moment?’ 
 
    Tatsu considered her answer. ‘They fight, but it’s infrequent. The instability in the Funabashi gang recently has made things worse, but we’re mostly getting targeted hits between the two mafia factions. And none of that is really what people are worried about.’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t?’ 
 
    ‘No, they’re worried that the fighting is going to shift over the border into Tokyo and affect them. It’s also a vocal minority doing the worrying. Tourist traffic into Chiba has gone down by all of one percent, so the kind of Tokyo residents who come out to Chiba for stress relief at the weekend aren’t really worried about getting caught up in a gang battle. Watanabe, stop the van.’ 
 
    The van’s motors went into regenerative-braking mode and it came to a sudden stop. ‘What? Why?’ Watanabe asked. Then she said, ‘Oh, right.’ 
 
    Up ahead, on either side of the road, two groups of people were staring at each other. On the south side, they were Americans and there were a few women in the mix. On the north side, the group looked Oriental and were all men. As Suzuki zoomed his camera in, details began to appear. Many of those details were tyre irons, lengths of wood, and a few baseball bats. The situation had that feeling of impending thunder about it; there was a big charge of potential violence building and all it would take was one random event for it to discharge into blood and noise. 
 
    What eventually triggered it was anyone’s guess. Maybe someone sneezed or the two gangs simply got tired of waiting. Suddenly, the two groups were rushing at each other, weapons swinging, and Tatsu got to her feet, heading for the door. ‘Stay in the van,’ she ordered. ‘If they start pulling guns, there could be collateral damage.’ Then she was out and pulling her pistol and marching toward the fight with a determined stride. 
 
    She checked the load was baton rounds and then fired six of them into the throng. Bodies were tossed about like rag dolls, frequently impacting other bodies as they flew. Tatsu changed magazines and fired off six more rounds as she closed the distance. Then she swapped in a third magazine, aimed off to the side on the north of the fight and fired at the ground. The explosion was not large, but it was loud, and it was followed by Tatsu’s raised voice. ‘Everyone, put down your weapons and back off. Now!’ 
 
    In the van, Yamauchi was about as excited as she had been all day. ‘Tell me you’re getting all this, Shisen.’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting it,’ Suzuki replied. ‘I’m getting it. Woman is badass.’ 
 
    Another rocket shell exploded on the nearside of the fight, peppering the combatants in chunks of tarmac, and someone, a Yankee with a death wish, pulled a pistol from under his windbreaker, turning to aim it at Tatsu. She fired first. The bullet hit the man’s chest and was probably instantly fatal given the calibre and velocity, but then it exploded, and blood was sprayed over the nearby fighters as the corpse was ripped open. Silence fell. 
 
    ‘Anyone who can still walk leaves,’ Tatsu shouted. ‘Now! Before I change my mind. Anyone else draws, they die. Move!’ 
 
    In a little under five seconds, there was no one left on the street except for the ones lying prone, which counted for about nine, plus one dismembered body. In the van, Yamauchi, Suzuki, and Watanabe watched as Tatsu began walking round checking her victims. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Yamauchi said, starting for the door. 
 
    ‘She said to stay in the van,’ Watanabe pointed out. 
 
    ‘That was when they were fighting. They’re not fighting. Come on, Shisen.’ 
 
    ‘I told you to wait in the van,’ Tatsu said without looking around at the approaching reporter and cameraman. 
 
    ‘That was for safety and you broke up the fight.’ 
 
    ‘Could still be someone with a death wish watching us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that risk. Uh, are any of them going to survive for trial?’ 
 
    ‘Three were hit with flying bodies. They’ll be fine aside from the bruises. The rest will need hospital treatment, except for the one with the broken neck. Some of them will make it. Some… won’t.’ 
 
    ‘That was amazing, but you don’t seem happy with it.’ 
 
    Tatsu turned and looked up at the reporter from where she was crouched beside a body. ‘Ever killed someone, Yamauchi?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Then you don’t know how you’ll react. Some people can’t handle it. Some come to terms. Some make up excuses for why they had to do it. Some like it. I don’t like killing people. I don’t make excuses either. I do what needs doing, when it needs doing, and I hope I never do get to like it. This wasn’t “amazing.” People are dead. People, not immigrants or ketō. No one should think that’s amazing.’ 
 
    ‘I think one can appreciate the skill of a trained police officer while decrying the need for their services,’ Yamauchi replied a little stiffly. 
 
    ‘That wasn’t police training,’ Tatsu replied, straightening up. The sound of sirens could be heard in the distance; backup was on its way. ‘I used to be a soldier. Now I’m a one-woman riot squad.’ 
 
    26th August. 
 
    ‘We must not fight among ourselves. Fighting between our own people is counterproductive. Foolish.’ Yong Pan was speaking – in Mandarin – and people were listening. Probably not the right people, but his voice was being heard. ‘When I speak of “our people,” I refer to all refugees in this country which has given us the honour of taking us in in our time of need. I call for calm. I call for peace. Do not let the demons of violence spread like a cancer through our peaceful community.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he again?’ Yamauchi asked. For once, she was separated from Suzuki who was up at the front of the crowd, filming Pan. The little news conference had been set up in the lobby of one of the still-functional hotels in this region, in Chuo Ward as was. There were a number of cameras other than Suzuki’s, but the majority of attendees were from radio stations of one form or another. 
 
    ‘Yong Pan,’ Tatsu replied. ‘He’s… He’s a sort of community figurehead in this area. He was in his sixties when he came to Japan. Had enough money to live in Tokyo or Yokohama, but he chose to live here, among the Chinese in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘No criminal ties?’ 
 
    ‘Unless you count having something of an influence over the tong leaders, no. He runs hostels down near the old port, a rehab centre, and a number of campaigns to improve conditions in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘So, an all-round nice guy.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t say he doesn’t enjoy the attention, but yes, he’s a responsible voice with limited influence in the National Diet. He’s managed to get some things done and he generally keeps the tongs from getting too excessive.’ 
 
    ‘And when he fails, you destroy the tong.’ Yamauchi was smirking. 
 
    ‘And then he complains about me using excessive violence, even though he knew it was necessary. He’s a local politician in an area where no one has representation.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s see what he’s like one-on-one.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Thank you for agreeing to this interview, Mister Pan,’ Yamauchi began. 
 
    ‘Thank you for speaking with me, Miss Yamauchi,’ Pan replied. He was speaking Japanese now; the audience had changed. 
 
    ‘You’ve called for calm here in Chiba. That implies that there is not calm at the moment. I witnessed a fight break out between two gangs on the streets south of here yesterday. Is gang violence more of a problem at the moment?’ 
 
    Pan smiled. He looked around sixty or seventy, but a spry sixty or seventy. Medical technology had kept him going beyond what he might have expected. His heart and liver were both cybernetic and several of his joints had been replaced. PIN kept back much of the ravages of time. He was wrinkled, with thinning grey hair, but he was healthy, and his eyes were bright. His mind still operated well too. ‘Your question betrays the bias of your channel, Miss Yamauchi. Gang violence is not common in this area, but it is rising with the confusion caused by the recent murders of Russian mafia leaders. Chaos breeds chaos.’ 
 
    ‘I report what I see, Mister Pan,’ Yamauchi countered. 
 
    ‘I shall await your report on our community with interest. Sadly, your fellow reporters report what their agenda requires them to. Your channel refers to refugees as immigrants, economic migrants here to better their lives. I was a successful businessman in Beijing when the Cyberwar broke out. Do you believe that I would abandon that to move to a country which begrudgingly accepted me and denies me basic human rights due to my circumstances?’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe the environment in Chiba contributes to the prevalence of gangs in the area? Everyone is guaranteed a basic income. Everyone has somewhere to live.’ 
 
    ‘Universal basic income for refugees is one hundred and sixty thousand yen per month. For Japanese citizens it is eight hundred thousand. Work is hard to come by. The Japanese economy is based around a model of services. When we came here, there were jobs in manufacturing which have vanished with the march of automation.’ Pan held up a hand. ‘I do not blame anyone for this. Technology marches on and Japanese citizens have also been inconvenienced by it to some degree. The fact that those citizens wish to be served by other Japanese people reduces our chances of finding alternate work, of course. Given our circumstances, the reduced level of income means that people must prioritise survival over comfort. When survival is at the forefront of your mind, it is common to band together for support.’ 
 
    Yamauchi was silent for a second, which would likely be edited out of the final multicast. ‘Do you believe your words will reach the right ears, Mister Pan? Will there be calm on the streets of Chiba?’ 
 
    ‘We can but hope, Miss Yamauchi,’ Pan replied. ‘If there are more murders, who can say what may happen?’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ Yamauchi asked as Tatsu got out of the van. 
 
    ‘My place,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Briefly.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry? Your apartment? And you want me and Suzuki to come with you?’ 
 
    ‘It occurred to me that you probably have no idea what a typical apartment in Chiba looks like.’ Tatsu headed for the door of the building, reporter and cameraman in tow. ‘You’re wrong about everyone having somewhere to live, by the way, though I admit that everyone should have a roof over their heads. Maybe we’ll go see some of the squats in the zone tomorrow. Still, this is a pretty typical apartment building here in Chiba. They were put up to house the refugees, assuming that Chiba would be an industrial area requiring workers for the factories.’ 
 
    The elevator was on the ground floor, so there was no waiting. It was a bit of a tight fit getting three people and a camera in, but soon they were on their way up to Tatsu’s floor. ‘Despite the fact that most Japanese citizens now live in only three large urban areas, the population density in Tokyo is now a little lower than it was at the start of this century. I’m sure both of you live in fairly palatial apartments compared to your typical urban apartment from before the war. You must have seen the old apartment format, the one K or one DK style. You still see it in manga, anime, and period vids.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously,’ Yamauchi said. 
 
    ‘Well, when they built Chiba, they took that to the extreme.’ 
 
    The elevator doors opened and Tatsu led the way down the corridor with its grey-painted walls and metal apartment doors. ‘I’d imagine you’ll want to send Suzuki in to take the vid for this. There’s not much room to get three of us in and see the place.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, right.’ Tatsu opened the door by remote and Suzuki went in, scanning his camera around as he did so. Yamauchi stopped in the doorway, looking in at Tatsu’s somewhat grubby home. ‘Uh, where’s the bed?’ 
 
    ‘Folded into the wall on your right. Storage is a drop-down cabinet above your head. The desk there can be folded up too, though I don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, and this must be the shower.’ Yamauchi tapped on the screen on her left which was, indeed, where the shower was located. 
 
    ‘Shower and other bathroom facilities,’ Tatsu replied. ‘The toilet and sink slide into the wall when not in use. No cooking facilities. Most people use the communal kitchen down the hall if they don’t eat out. Like I said, they really took the old single-room apartment design and did their best to make it smaller.’ 
 
    ‘There are better apartments in Chiba though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Certainly, but they’re more expensive and most people can’t afford them on UBI alone.’ 
 
    ‘But you could.’ 
 
    Tatsu smiled. ‘I’m a special case. I don’t really need much in the way of home comforts. I need somewhere to sit, somewhere to sleep, and somewhere to clean up. This does all I need and it’s cheap. And, yes, I could afford better, but most people in Chiba can’t. You wanted to see what life is like here. Well, this is what life is like here.’ 
 
    27th August. 
 
    Grigory Vasilev was an obvious indication that crime did pay. He did not live in an ultramodern, multi-room apartment in Tokyo like Zima had, but he had two bedrooms, a separate kitchen, a massive bathroom, and a lounge. It was the lounge he was being interviewed in, and it looked like the kind of thing a bachelor with a bit of a playboy complex might possess. There was a lot of black leather and chrome metalwork. There was not a book in sight. 
 
    ‘Mister Vasilev,’ Yamauchi began, ‘you’re the boss of the Funabashi gang, correct?’ She was sitting on a plush leather sofa and feeling uncomfortable. It was probably the leering smile Vasilev was wearing. 
 
    While Yamauchi’s question was in Japanese, Vasilev’s reply was in Russian. Yamauchi had downloaded a Russian-culture skill pack to do the interview; Tatsu had told her he would not speak Japanese. ‘Gang is… an emotive word. We are a Russian cultural society, conducting business together, and seeing to it that the Russian community thrives here in Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘It appears that someone disagrees with your position. Your old boss, Anastas Zima, was murdered in his apartment. Another of your colleagues, Evgeni Nikolaev, has also been murdered.’ 
 
    ‘And there have been several more heinous crimes committed against us which the TYMPD seems unable or unwilling to solve.’ Tatsu, standing by the door while the interview was conducted, rolled her eyes. 
 
    ‘The police have assigned two senior detectives to the case. You don’t believe they’re doing enough?’ 
 
    ‘Clearly they are not. The murders continue and the police seem no further ahead with their investigation. Our own enquiries suggest an outside agent is involved, probably from the yakuza in Tokyo attempting to push their drugs and illegal prostitution into Chiba. However, it is not impossible that the criminals from the Shiroi region are attempting to move into our territory. Russian mafia. Very dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘And nothing like your own organisation, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing like.’ 
 
    ‘You say you believe the yakuza may be responsible? Do you have proof of that?’ 
 
    Vasilev waved a hand dismissively. ‘Nothing we could take before the police, but we know the manner of death in each case. A sword was used. A Japanese sword. There are rumours to go with this evidence, but, as I said, nothing we could put before a detective.’ 
 
    ‘Do you believe that reprisals will be necessary, Mister Vasilev? Do you have plans to attack the yakuza in return for their attacks on you?’ 
 
    ‘We are businessmen, Miss Yamauchi. The only way we have of revenging ourselves against an assassin is to ban him from doing business with us.’ The smile Vasilev delivered with this statement was probably meant to be reasonable and business-like. Vasilev was not that good an actor. 
 
    ‘And what about the fighting currently breaking out on the streets of Chiba? I’ve witnessed Yankees facing off against a Chinese gang. There are reports of fighting along your border with the Shiroi gang.’ 
 
    ‘These events are nothing to do with us. These are Yankee gangs, yes? When have Russians ever got on with Americans? We have no influence over these groups, though it may be that the Shiroi gang direct their pawns in this manner. Alongside Yong Pan, we wish to see peace in Chiba. Only peace.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I doubt anyone’s going to believe him,’ Yamauchi said, ‘but you have to admit that you haven’t found the killer yet.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Tatsu replied from across the van. ‘Whoever it is, they’re good. They leave basically no evidence and they plan meticulously.’ 
 
    ‘So, it’s not for lack of trying?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not for lack of trying. Vasilev is trying too, and he’s found nothing either.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t believe the yakuza are involved then?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible. If there is yakuza involvement, it’s not from the local group. I don’t think the Shiroi gang are involved either.’ 
 
    ‘An independent then? Someone not affiliated with any group but working on their own to destabilise the Funabashi gang.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘That seems likely. Well reasoned.’ 
 
    ‘I am an investigative reporter. Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to show you how low things can get in Chiba. We’re going to the port.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘They get UBI,’ Yamauchi said as they walked through the corridors of an old office building. ‘How did they end up like this?’ 
 
    ‘They spend what they get on drugs,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Then they have only themselves to blame, surely.’ 
 
    ‘Get hooked on rapture and there’s very little chance you’ll get off it on your own. The lucky ones find their way to someone who can help. Most don’t. They could never hope to afford one of the rehab clinics in Tokyo, assuming they’d be accepted into one. That’s where the Japanese addicts go if they suddenly decide they’re paying too much for their habit.’ 
 
    ‘Government statistics indicate that rapture isn’t a major problem in the cities.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s not as far as the government is concerned. Most of the addicts are hikikomori. They don’t go out to bother anyone else. They barely even touch social media. They have extreme social anxiety, so they keep to themselves, avoiding social contact which might reveal their habit. They get hooked through fuser trips, usually, and move on to the real thing and, so long as they don’t bother anyone, the only thing they harm is their bank balance. And they get the higher rate of UBI, so they can afford to keep living in beautiful isolation. They’re not a problem, as such. But there are a lot of hikikomori in the cities. It’s not such a popular lifestyle in the refugee zones because most people live in tiny apartments they want to leave as much as possible.’ 
 
    Yamauchi looked down at a couple, probably Americans, curled together under a single, opened-out sleeping bag. It was not cold, but they were huddled together in an office in a building which had seen better days, sleeping as much as possible to stave off the time when they needed another hit. 
 
    ‘It’s not a great way to live,’ the reporter said. ‘This or cutting yourself off from human contact.’ She indicated the couple. ‘At least they have each other.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Tatsu agreed. ‘Until one of them starves to death because they spent the food money on rapture, or they catch something fatal because they can’t afford PIN subscriptions. Until then, they have each other.’ 
 
    28th August. 
 
    ‘I’m not really sure what you’re going to get out of another day here,’ Tatsu said. ‘You’ve seen both sides of Chiba. Unless you’re just hoping to get more vid of gangs fighting.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what we’ll get,’ Yamauchi replied. ‘We’re heading out to the area the Hispanic gangs control. Maybe we’ll see something different out there.’ 
 
    ‘Like gangs fighting?’ 
 
    Yamauchi frowned. ‘You really don’t have much of a good opinion of me, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a good opinion of TNM. You just happen to be caught in their bad reputation.’ 
 
    ‘We have a good reputation. Our viewers–’ 
 
    ‘Your Japanese viewers. And that’s only among the general populace. TNM isn’t exactly popular with cops and it’s even less popular with refugees. You have charisma, I’ll grant you that, but your employer is dragging you down in this particular environment. Anyway, the Hispanic gangs don’t really control the area we’re going to, it’s just that no one else has bothered to. There was originally a lot of factories in this area, interspersed with housing for the workers. Of course, the factories are empty now. The housing is still there, but there are relatively few commercial premises to extract protection from. The gangs peddle drugs they get from the tongs. They’re small-time, all of them. Back in America and Mexico, they were something to be feared, but those days are gone.’ 
 
    ‘I did some research last night,’ Yamauchi said, probably happy to avoid further discussion of her reputation. ‘The old American street gangs were largely run by prison gangs and they had a big following. The Eighteenth Street gang and Mara Salvatrucha were famous. You’re saying they didn’t survive the transition to Japan?’ 
 
    ‘They lost their roots and that command structure. They ended up forming new groups, largely based around the districts they ended up in. They’re stronger down in Akashi. Up here, they got pushed out to the east. They’re weak, vassals of the tongs who don’t really give a damn about them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, let’s see what we can see.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, but I wouldn’t hold out much hope of good vid.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Well… It gives colour,’ Yamauchi said. 
 
    The view from Suzuki’s camera was showing the residents of Chiba out on the streets, enjoying the sunshine. Or, just as frequently, looking like they could do without the sunshine. They were out because the alternative was sitting in their rooms with barely adequate air conditioning. 
 
    ‘What temperature is it out there?’ Yamauchi asked. 
 
    ‘Thirty-five,’ Watanabe replied. ‘Sixty-five percent humidity.’ 
 
    ‘I’m almost glad there doesn’t really seem much point in interviewing them.’ She was dressed for the weather: another blueish summer dress and hose which, according to Yamauchi, filtered UV light, reducing the amount of sunblock she had to put on. ‘Are any of them in gangs?’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Actually, I can see a few gang colours out there, but it’s not always an absolute indicator. You need to spot the tattoos to be sure and that’s–’ She stopped as a message popped up in her sensorium. 
 
    Sergeant Yamada, attend a crime scene at the attached location. Multiple fatalities reported. Sergeant Nakano has been informed. Connection to previous cases (attached) likely. 
 
    Tatsu pushed the location to Watanabe. ‘Watanabe, get us there as fast as you can, please.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, but that’s way back in Funabashi.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m going to have to leave you three for a while. I have a crime scene to work.’ 
 
    Yamauchi brightened. ‘A crime scene? We could–’ 
 
    ‘No, you can’t.’ 
 
    The reporter put on her best interview smile. ‘Let’s talk about this…’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu was staring at Yamauchi while she spoke to Commissioner Yamashita. The stare was making the reporter uncomfortable, which was exactly what Tatsu wanted. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to need you to send that order in an authenticated message, Commissioner,’ Tatsu said, aloud so that Yamauchi could hear it. 
 
    ‘I’m giving you an order, Sergeant,’ Yamashita said. Of course, Yamauchi could not hear that. ‘You don’t need–’ 
 
    ‘You’re ordering me to disregard regulations on the treatment of an active crime scene, Commissioner. I will be putting a complaint in about that, assuming that no one decides to haul me in front of an enquiry board for allowing reporters to contaminate the scene. Either way, I want it recorded in writing that I was following your direct order to allow one specific channel access. All the others are being held back.’ 
 
    Yamauchi’s face fell. Maybe she had not expected Tatsu to threaten her superior. If that was the case, it was apparent that the reporter had not been paying a lot of attention. 
 
    ‘Are you accusing me of–’ the commissioner began. 
 
    ‘Nothing. I am reminding you of the regulations we are required to follow. I am also concerned about the preferential treatment being given to TNM at this time affecting public perception of the department’s impartiality.’ 
 
    Yamashita frowned and sighed and said, ‘You’ve made your point. Brief Miss Yamauchi on as much as you can once your investigation is complete.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish, sir.’ Tatsu cut the connection and addressed Yamauchi. ‘I’ll tell you what I can once I’ve seen what’s in there. The commissioner actually said “once your investigation is complete,” but I’m going to be nice and not take his wording exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Because you think this is related to the other murders,’ Yamauchi said, ‘and you’re not expecting to crack the case in the next few hours.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Can you tell me who’s dead?’ 
 
    ‘No, because I haven’t been told. More than one person.’ Tatsu turned and started for the main doors of an apartment block not unlike her own. This one had two uniformed officers standing outside it, however. ‘You should join the rest of the media outside the exclusion area.’ 
 
    ‘We will. Um, good luck.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ Under her breath, Tatsu added, ‘We’ll probably need it.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Nakano was on the top floor when Tatsu found him. He was standing over a body which had been slashed across the abdomen and throat and stabbed through the heart. The abdomen cut had probably been first; the other insults might have happened in any order. 
 
    ‘What a mess,’ Nakano said. ‘Initial survey says twenty-one dead. I’ve got more forensics techs coming in. Had to draft some teams from Tokyo.’ 
 
    ‘And not all of the victims are gang members,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘No, this was more indiscriminate than usual. We also have gunshot wounds on several of the victims. As far as we know, no one wounded is still alive. I’ve got a request in to have the entire building’s MedStats checked for trauma. We’ll check the “no data” replies manually when we get the dataset.’ 
 
    ‘Good call. Not everyone here is going to be using Kannon, but most will have MedStat.’ Tatsu gave a shrug. ‘Maybe not all of them. And not everyone who is will want to involve themselves with the police to get medical attention. It seems like the ones who were shot were in the corridors. Automatic weapons, small calibre. Probably coilguns and you don’t see those in the hands of many gangsters.’ 
 
    Nakano nodded. ‘I think the ones killed in their apartments are all mafia. I also think we’ll find their door controls were hacked. And they’re all small fry. There’s no one I’ve seen listed as being important in the Funabashi gang.’ 
 
    ‘Did we get a card? Or cards?’ 
 
    Another nod. ‘They all say the same. “A brotherhood of thieves and murderers.” Except that there are five dead gang members and a lot more civilians cut down for being here.’ 
 
    ‘Like you said, it’s a mess. I think this has gone beyond escalation. Whoever it is doesn’t care anymore. They’re just killing for the fun of it. We need a break in this case, and soon.’ 
 
    ‘Got any gods you can pray to?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I don’t really remember my ancestors either.’ 
 
    ‘Shame. We could do with some divine help about now.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu dropped into her seat in the TNM van with a weary expression on her face. Yamauchi regarded her for a few seconds before speaking. ‘This was a bad one, right? We’ve seen a few officers coming out of there looking pale.’ 
 
    ‘It’s bad,’ Tatsu replied. ‘We’ve confirmed twenty-three dead. Five of those were members of the Funabashi gang.’ 
 
    ‘And the others?’ 
 
    ‘People living in the building. Ordinary refugees. I think they were killed because they saw who was doing the killing.’ 
 
    ‘A mass killing. Doesn’t this sound more like a gang operation than a hit? Is the violence spreading?’ 
 
    ‘There is a specific indication that this was the same killer,’ Tatsu replied. ‘They may have had help this time. Most of the victims were shot, which is a break from pattern.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone could use a sword… There’s something else which marks these deaths.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, and I’m not telling you what it is because that would defeat the object of keeping it from the media.’ 
 
    ‘You’re worried about copycats.’ 
 
    ‘I’m worried about more deaths. What do you want to do now?’ 
 
    Yamauchi considered briefly. ‘It’s already four p.m. We’ll cut today short and go back to the Hispanic area in the morning. Unless something comes up tonight, of course.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ Tatsu got up and stepped over to the door. ‘I’ll walk from here. I’ll meet you at the station in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Sleep well, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not especially likely. If you had gone in there with me, you wouldn’t be sleeping that well either.’ 
 
    29th August. 
 
    ‘Did you see Yong Pan’s appeal?’ Yamauchi asked as Tatsu stepped into the van. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Tatsu replied. ‘I’m not sure how much effect it’ll have, but he’s keeping up the pressure. It seems like the tongs are listening. They have to at least look like they’re playing nice when a community elder says they should.’ 
 
    ‘And the mafia groups?’ 
 
    ‘Funabashi is on war footing and Shiroi hasn’t much choice but to react.’ 
 
    ‘The truth, Sergeant, are we looking at a gang war?’ 
 
    Tatsu raised an eyebrow. It was such an interviewer question. Put the subject on the spot. Suzuki even had his camera aimed at Tatsu. ‘Ask Izanami,’ Tatsu replied. ‘She’s the one able to predict the future.’ 
 
    ‘Strangely, she doesn’t answer my calls.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Have you tried calling her?’ 
 
    That put Yamauchi on the back foot. ‘Oh, well, no. You don’t just call the world’s most advanced artificial intelligence.’ 
 
    No, she turns up unasked to complain about your social life. Tatsu was not going to mention that, however. ‘I suppose you don’t. A war is a possibility, but the TYMPD will do its utmost to contain it, if it happens.’ 
 
    ‘A very political answer.’ 
 
    ‘It was a very political question. Shall we go see what’s happening in the east?’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The answer was not much. It was too hot for anyone to be really enthusiastic about anything. The lethargy seemed to be affecting the TNM crew too, though it might have been that they were seeing refugees sitting around behaving rather than fighting. Fights made for better video. 
 
    It was approaching five p.m. and Tatsu was looking forward to being rid of the reporter and her team when Yamauchi spoke up. ‘Uh, could I ask you a favour, Sergeant Yamada?’ 
 
    ‘You can ask,’ Tatsu replied after a second. 
 
    ‘I was wondering whether, well, whether you could take me clubbing tonight.’ 
 
    Tatsu blinked a couple of times. ‘Huh?’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to see the nightlife here. I mean, I’ve been before. A… couple of times. But I figure that a “native guide,” if you like, would let me see it with new eyes.’ 
 
    ‘No cameras.’ 
 
    ‘Just me.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Tatsu said after another couple of seconds. ‘I’ll meet you at the station at seven thirty. We’ll take a conveyor from there.’ 
 
    Yamauchi smiled. It looked like a genuine smile, not a reporter’s smile. ‘Great. Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘The Hole in the Wall. It’s about as quintessentially Chiba as it gets. Plenty of gangsters hang out there on a Saturday night, so it even has validity to both our jobs.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds great.’ 
 
    ‘Say that after you’ve spent a few hours there.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘There’s a lot of smoke,’ Yamauchi commented as they walked through the ground floor area of The Hole. 
 
    Tatsu gave a small shrug. ‘Legal stuff. The illegal drugs are hidden better. Try not to breathe in around the clouds, you never know what might happen.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. I use bright sometimes when I have to meet a deadline.’ 
 
    ‘Unsurprising. I, obviously, don’t use any of them.’ 
 
    Yamauchi giggled. ‘No, I’d imagine it would be difficult.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible to build a cyborg body that can use drugs, but this one was built for war. Being affected by gases and chemicals would have been a problem.’ 
 
    ‘I guess so. Why did they let you keep it after leaving the SDF? I’d have thought something more civilian would have been substituted.’ 
 
    Tatsu was silent for a second. ‘I had a sponsor who persuaded them that it would be useful when I transitioned to the police.’ 
 
    ‘A sponsor? Mysterious. I suppose it’s classified.’ 
 
    ‘Something like that.’ Tatsu pointed. ‘That lot are from the Shiroi gang.’ 
 
    Yamauchi looked in the direction of the table Tatsu was indicating. It was surrounded by Caucasians. Most of them looked like thugs. ‘Is that safe? I mean, if there are Funabashi–’ 
 
    ‘There’s a kind of truce in The Hole. They know they’ll be kicked out if they cause trouble and this is where they come to relax. The tourists think it’s oh so dangerous here. Part of the charm. The truth is that you’re probably safer here than any other part of Chiba.’ 
 
    ‘Tourists. Like me.’ 
 
    Tatsu grinned. ‘Just like you.’ 
 
    Yamauchi’s nose wrinkled. ‘Do you think this outfit fits in?’ The outfit in question was a one-piece bodysuit in white with pale-blue trim. It was made of semi-translucent bioplastic and more or less shrink-wrapped to her body, except for the right arm and left leg which were missing. A two-way zip ran from the collar at the back to about fifteen centimetres above her crotch at the front. She was also wearing high-heeled Mary Janes with a couple of centimetres of platform, the left in blue to match the trim of the suit, the right in white. She was actually quite covered up and the white plastic did not show much through it, but it was a bit more explicitly erotic than her usual choice of dress. 
 
    ‘It works,’ Tatsu replied. ‘To think those suits were originally designed for disease prevention.’ 
 
    ‘That was years ago. People freaked out about social distancing back then. Full-body condoms were the way to go. Then we got PIN and now it’s just a kinky line of fashion.’ 
 
    ‘Hm. People rely too much on PIN, but I suppose you’re right. We’ll get some drinks and head upstairs. The further up you go, the more “authentic” the experience.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you quite obviously put “authentic” in quotation marks?’ 
 
    ‘Because there’s no such thing as an authentic Chiba experience. Chiba is what it is, like anywhere else. Are you saying Tokyo is based entirely around karaoke bars and sushi?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not!’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s what most refugees think it is. That and people who think they’re spongers. Most Japanese think Chiba is a den of depravity, crime, and violence. Upstairs is where you get the first two of those.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘That table’s Funabashi,’ Tatsu said. ‘Over there is the Císhàn tong. I think the group between them is up from Kasaoka. They’re from a kkangpae, a Korean street gang.’ 
 
    ‘So, they’re tourists too?’ Yamauchi asked. Pursing her lips, she sucked some sort of pink cocktail through a straw. Tatsu had no idea what it was and did not really want to know. 
 
    ‘Depends who you ask. They tend to act like tourists, so I suppose they are. Then again, so do the mafia and tong groups. They all tend to let themselves go more than the other refugees while they’re here.’ 
 
    ‘Work hard, play hard?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. Something they picked up from pre-war Japanese culture, I think.’ 
 
    Yamauchi nodded. ‘There was something of a cultural imperative to work until you couldn’t, and then go out and drink to recover.’ 
 
    ‘I think it was to foster the delusion that you actually had a social life. Large-scale adoption of Kannon has kind of put an end to that kind of thing.’ 
 
    Yamauchi rolled her eyes. ‘Tell me about it. Don’t get me wrong, Kannon is a great implant operating system, but it nags. Exercise more, drink less. Don’t take drugs. Get more sleep. Get more sleep! I swear Izanami developed the thing to replace everyone’s mother. Uh, you don’t use Kannon, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Not much use to a cyborg. The health monitoring functions are useless without a human body. I run a Kannon-compliant cyborg OS, so I do get nagged about lack of sleep. Fairly often, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t we all. Um, does that dancer know you?’ 
 
    ‘She should do. We’ve been sleeping together since last month.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’ 
 
    Sachiko was dancing in a cage on the table with the Koreans around it. She was, as usual, naked aside from some heels. She would occasionally look their way and smile, though exactly what the smile meant, Tatsu was not sure. It did not seem to be simply being happy to see her sometime lover in the club. It also seemed like the dancer was unconcerned about Tatsu being with another woman. 
 
    ‘She’s good,’ Yamauchi said. ‘I mean, I’m not sure what she’s doing is really dancing, but what she’s doing is… good.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure that what anyone, staff or customer, does in a place like this is dancing,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘That may be a fair point. How did she end up in Chiba?’ 
 
    ‘Her story to tell. It’s not an entirely uncommon one. Japanese usually have one of two reasons for ending up here. Either they don’t like Japanese society, or Japanese society doesn’t like them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to guess she falls into the latter category. I don’t think I could make it here if I had to live here.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what most people say, until they don’t have a choice.’ Tatsu frowned, though Yamauchi was looking at Sachiko and missed it. ‘What’s she doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. I just recognised someone I didn’t expect to see here.’ The facial comparison was coming back as a ninety-seven percent hit, though the hair was markedly different from Kaede Shiratori’s usual look and the outfit was not what Tatsu expected to see on the girl. Kaede was dressed for the club in a lot of red. The dress was extremely short and largely transparent; irregular patches of more solid colour meant it was teasing rather than exposing. It had a collar connected to the bodice by a metal ring, which meant there was almost no back to it. The hair had to be a wig: her short, black hair was replaced by long, voluminous twin pigtails with long bangs, all in scarlet. She looked a little older than usual, but it was clearly still Kaede. She seemed to be paying a lot of attention to the Funabashi gang from far enough away that none of them had noticed her. Did her mother have her spying? It seemed unlikely, but there she was, spying. 
 
    ‘Anyone interesting?’ Yamauchi asked. 
 
    ‘Not to you. Just another tourist.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ Yamauchi asked, ‘how old are you?’ 
 
    ‘Eighteen,’ Sachiko replied. She had joined them after being replaced in the cage by a blonde Russian girl when her shift ended. ‘Almost nineteen.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re dating a woman almost twenty years older?’ 
 
    ‘First, I don’t date men anymore. Second, I don’t think age really matters. Third, we aren’t dating. We fuck, plain and simple. Fourth… Actually, age does matter. People my age don’t have the kind of experience older people have. And it’s not like Tatsu ages. Fifth, I can pick anyone to be my girlfriend and I picked her. Sixth… Can’t think of a sixth. How old are you?’ 
 
    ‘She’s twenty-nine,’ Tatsu said before Yamauchi could hedge. 
 
    ‘A decade older than me. Might be old enough.’ 
 
    Yamauchi blushed. ‘I’ve learned a few things over the years.’ 
 
    ‘I should hope so.’ Sachiko gave the reporter a somewhat lascivious smile and the blush deepened. 
 
    ‘Here’s something that I’ve been wondering all week,’ Tatsu said. Both women looked at her, waiting for the revelation. ‘Why does Haruka Yamauchi wear contact lenses?’ 
 
    ‘She does?!’ Sachiko squeaked, immediately leaning forward to examine Yamauchi’s eyes. 
 
    Yamauchi looked away, frowning. ‘I’m near-sighted. I hate it when people find out.’ 
 
    ‘Then get your eyes fixed,’ Tatsu suggested. 
 
    ‘I… don’t want to.’ 
 
    ‘That makes no sense,’ Sachiko stated flatly. 
 
    ‘There’s a small chance that it could go wrong. My eyes are part of my looks. My looks are part of my job. I can wear contacts or risk my entire reason for existing.’ 
 
    ‘The chances of anything bad happening aren’t small,’ Tatsu said, ‘they’re basically zero.’ 
 
    ‘Basically zero isn’t zero.’ 
 
    ‘Haruka Yamauchi is paranoid,’ Sachiko said. ‘Wow.’ 
 
    Yamauchi flashed her a scowl. ‘I sort of get the feeling that you watch my show.’ 
 
    ‘Occasionally. If I hear there’s a subject I’m interested in, I’ll stream it. Never seen you wearing anything like that on it. You could raise your viewer figures a lot if you did.’ 
 
    Irritation at having her secret uncovered apparently fizzling, Yamauchi waved a hand. ‘We’d win some, we’d lose some. Testing already suggests I’m bordering on losing some of the demographic because I wear short skirts.’ She looked at Tatsu. ‘That’s why I have to wear hose in the middle of summer. The demographic for Deep Dive is pretty conservative. A case could be made that we’d get better figures if I dressed like a geisha. With all the makeup.’ 
 
    ‘That… might also be worth seeing.’ 
 
    ‘No chance. Anyway, you’re one to talk. Could you be wearing less?’ 
 
    Sachiko was wearing a mesh bodystocking with a microskirt and thigh-high boots over it. It was not concealing much. ‘Yes.’ She waved a hand at the tables with their cages. ‘You’ve seen me in less.’ 
 
    ‘You should see her in her maid costume,’ Tatsu said. ‘Made it herself. Sachiko is a talented girl in many ways.’ 
 
    30th August. 
 
    ‘T-t-talented,’ Yamauchi said. ‘Yes!’ She had got fairly drunk on pink cocktails and suggested, drunkenly, that they go somewhere and bang. Her words. She was now strapped to a cross in the dungeon room in the Dream Castle with Tatsu watching Sachiko work on her. They had been at it for thirty minutes and the reporter had come four times already. Make that five. 
 
    ‘Your turn,’ Sachiko said, stepping away from her victim. 
 
    Tatsu got to her feet and started over. ‘My pleasure.’ 
 
    ‘You two are t-trying to k-kill me,’ Yamauchi said. 
 
    ‘If I wanted to kill you, I’d use a gun.’ Tatsu slid a couple of fingers into Yamauchi and got a groan out of her. ‘You wanted the full Chiba experience. Have to take the rough with the smooth.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll t-take whatever you can d-dish out.’ 
 
    Tatsu’s smile was a little malicious. ‘Challenge accepted.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Alert! Sergeant Yamada, attend the attached address. Probable homicide linked to current case, number attached. Victim identified as Yong Pan of same address. Sergeant Nakano has been notified. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Tatsu said aloud. It was six fifteen in the morning and she had settled down to sleep at three. Still, she sent the acknowledgement and then tried to crawl out from between Yamauchi and Sachiko without waking them. Fat chance. 
 
    ‘You’re going?’ Yamauchi asked. 
 
    ‘I got a call.’ 
 
    ‘Another murder?’ 
 
    Tatsu considered her options for a second and concluded that the reporter would hear soon enough anyway. ‘Yong Pan.’ 
 
    ‘What? I’m coming–’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re staying here. I won’t let you onto the scene this time either.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Right. I guess.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to grab a quick shower and then head over there. Three hours’ sleep is not enough.’ The last sentence came out as a groan, but she headed for the small bathroom anyway. 
 
    Behind her there was the sound of someone moving on the bed. Then, ‘Sachiko? What are you–’ That was followed by a long groan and then, ‘I need to get some s-sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Sleep when you’re dead,’ Sachiko replied. 
 
    Tatsu steeled herself and continued into the shower. Sometimes, being a cop could really suck. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘Okay, this is a serious break in pattern,’ Nakano said. ‘What does a Chinese community leader have to do with the Funabashi gang?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Not a single thing.’ 
 
    Yong Pan had died in pain in his own bed. His body had multiple cuts on it, most of them shallow but probably painful. His abdomen had been opened up using two far deeper cuts forming an X. The bedroom stank of human waste and blood. That had not been the killing stroke, however. He had not been beheaded, but there was a long wound bisecting his throat. There was a lot of blood – the mattress was soaked in it – but death would likely be put down to asphyxiation; he had choked to death on his own blood rather than dying of blood loss. 
 
    ‘He’s been pretty vocal about the need to calm things down,’ Tatsu said. ‘My guess is that whoever did this, they wanted him to shut up about peace.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe when forensics have worked on the card, we’ll know what the killer was thinking.’ The usual business card had been left at the scene, but it was as soaked and red as the mattress. Whatever was written on it, it was illegible. 
 
    ‘Maybe. Damn. This is going to really heat things up around here. The tongs didn’t exactly like Pan, but they won’t like him being executed either.’ 
 
    ‘War?’ Nakano asked. ‘You think that’s what the killer is after? Because that’s what I think they’re after.’ 
 
    ‘I think they want the Funabashi gang ended. War is one way to achieve that, given their weakened state. This might be enough to tip things over the edge…’ 
 
    ‘What else?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to start keeping an eye on Vasilev. He could hold the gang together, even if he’s no Anastas Zima. And if he goes, they might just implode. I think Vasilev might be next and this might be the best chance we have of catching the killer.’ 
 
    ‘Do you need help?’ 
 
    Tatsu waved the question away. ‘Our mysterious killer only seems to strike at night. I can do night shifts for a while. Though my girlfriend isn’t going to like it.’ 
 
    Nakano raised an eyebrow. ‘You have a girlfriend?’ 
 
    ‘Apparently. I thought we were just fuck buddies, but apparently I was wrong.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The call came through at quarter past eleven, at night. Tatsu had been up all day on three hours’ sleep and wanted to be in bed, and a call from Dexter Burrell did not seem likely to be important, but… 
 
    ‘This had better be good, Dex,’ Tatsu said when the connection went through. 
 
    ‘Need your expertise to verify a story,’ Burrell replied. ‘Maybe this helps with your case too.’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. ‘What do you have?’ 
 
    ‘A guy came to me claiming he had evidence that Rasputin is invading.’ 
 
    ‘Drunk or junky?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a really cynical attitude, you know that, Yamada?’ 
 
    ‘I tend to find my cynicism isn’t sufficient.’ 
 
    ‘Well… guy stank of stale beer, but he had video. Transferring it now. You’ve seen the kind of bot Rasputin deploys. I figure you can verify.’ 
 
    Tatsu began streaming the short clip of video before it was finished moving over the internet. It showed a dark alley and the geotag data indicated that this was the general area of the mass murder in the apartment block on Friday. It was grainy, clearly taken using human eyes and recorded on an implant, but it showed three things which were clearly robots and a fourth which might have been a human in combat armour or a gynoid. 
 
    ‘It’s not Rasputin,’ Tatsu said immediately. 
 
    ‘How can you tell after two seconds?’ Burrell asked. 
 
    ‘Rasputin despises humans. He doesn’t build anything on a humanoid skeleton.’ 
 
    ‘Not even things designed to infiltrate–’ 
 
    ‘He doesn’t do infiltration. He does subjugation and death.’ Tatsu watched the floating robots working with the humanoid. Flying on four fans. Maybe an indication of a weapon mounted to fire through the front. They were maybe half a metre long, a bit less in their width. ‘The flyers aren’t his style either. When he builds something that flies, it’s more like a helicopter gunship or a jet fighter. For fighting in an urban environment, he prefers things built on six or eight legs with a lot of weapons mounted.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Burrell said, ‘but this is right beside that mass shooting from Friday, right? This is probably your killer. Right?’ 
 
    ‘I can neither confirm nor deny. Video quality is too low, and the humanoid is either a gynoid or wearing a helmet. No visible features.’ 
 
    ‘But there is a sword visible. That humanoid has a sword, Yamada.’ 
 
    ‘Certainly what looks like a sword. A katana, probably. It makes this possibly our killer. A woman. We can maybe get a height and a weight range…’ The video ended as the humanoid figure seemed to vanish, melding into the shadows. ‘Possibly adaptive camouflage. Pretty advanced armour. I can’t say this is the killer, Dex, but if you want to run with the story, do it. I can definitely say that Rasputin isn’t involved. No invasion scenario here.’ 
 
    ‘You really want me to run with this?’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘It’s not a lot. It might make her nervous. Nervous people make mistakes. She thinks she’s got everything covered, and here she is missing a tramp getting video of her. She made a mistake. If she knows she made a mistake, she might make more.’ 
 
    ‘Or she might get more careful.’ 
 
    ‘Possibly, but if she’s more cautious, she may delay her next hit. If you want to do it, do it. Just don’t quote me. HQ will probably have a fit if they know I’ve been talking to you.’ 
 
    ‘I know the drill. All my sources are secret.’ 
 
    Tatsu cut the connection and lay down on her bed. So, they were dealing with a woman. A woman hellbent on revenge against the Funabashi gang. She turned onto her side and closed her eyes. Unfortunately, that did not really narrow the suspect pool down a great deal. 
 
    31st August. 
 
    ‘I know, but I have a job to do,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘Your job is getting in the way of my sex life,’ Sachiko replied over the link. She had called to ask if Tatsu wanted to meet after she got off work, but Tatsu was already in position on a rooftop near to Vasilev’s apartment block. 
 
    ‘It gets in the way of mine too.’ 
 
    ‘Mine is more important. I’m younger and need my orgasms more.’ The image Tatsu could see was grinning. 
 
    ‘Call Yamauchi. I’m sure she’d supply all the orgasms you could want.’ 
 
    ‘Not like you can.’ Sachiko sighed. ‘I suppose I’ll survive until you’ve finished watching that Russian to see if he’s next.’ 
 
    ‘Glad to hear it. Maybe I’ll take you out on a real date once this is over. Like, something a bit better than a burger.’ 
 
    Sachiko giggled. ‘You see me in some posh restaurant?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Why not. You must have something that isn’t largely made of fishnet you can wear.’ 
 
    ‘No, but I can make something. Later.’ 
 
    As the call window vanished, Tatsu pulled another bank of windows back to the front of her sensorium. These showed various views of Vasilev’s building, inside and out, from security cameras. The coverage was far from perfect. On the other hand, it gave her a better view of things than her own eyes provided. Now all she had to do was wait for a murderess to make a move. Hopefully, that would not take too long. 
 
    2nd September. 
 
    Just because Tatsu was mounting a vigil at night, it did not mean that there was no business during the day. The building she was currently going over was in Inagekaigan. An old factory had been taken over by the Mihama Yankees to split cocaine shipments into smaller units for sale, and one of the Chinese street gangs had decided to shut it down. It had not gone especially well for either side. 
 
    ‘We’ve got eight bodies,’ Senior Officer Okamoto said. ‘We took three more to the hospital. One of those is probably not going to make it. Well, maybe, but he’s going to need a new leg.’ She was speaking through a filter mask; the air was grey with dust, and probably not the kind of dust you wanted to breathe. 
 
    Everything, including the corpse Tatsu was currently looking at, was covered in fine powder. It was like someone had been over the entire area with a sieve, dusting it with icing sugar. The only areas which were relatively clear of it were the pools of blood. The entire place had become a monochrome wonderland of red and white. 
 
    ‘What a mess,’ Tatsu said. ‘This has to be the biggest yet. How did we hear about it?’ 
 
    ‘Kannon user was nearby and heard shooting, so Izanami flagged it to HQ. User wasn’t going to report it, but Kannon did.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Pure luck then. There are going to be reprisals. The Yankees will be looking for somewhere across the border they can hit.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Okamoto said. ‘You’re probably right. We’re going to end up with a war, aren’t we?’ 
 
    ‘At this point… I hope you don’t have holiday plans in the next few weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Had a week off in July. It rained every day.’ 
 
    ‘If that isn’t a metaphor for Chiba, I don’t know what is.’ 
 
    3rd September. 
 
    ‘Your chances of stopping open conflict are very low.’ 
 
    ‘And hello to you too, Izanami,’ Tatsu said without looking around at where the avatar’s voice seemed to be coming from. If she did not look, then it was technically the case that no one was there. Virtual imagery was one of the few cases where hiding your head in the sand did make the problem go away. Well, not go away… 
 
    ‘Good evening, Tatsu,’ Izanami said. ‘Your chances of stopping open conflict are very low.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose you’ve run projections?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a complex situation. There are a number of factors affecting the eventual outcome. Few of them lead to a reduction in hostility, however.’ 
 
    ‘I have nothing better to do. Enlighten me.’ 
 
    The tall, beautiful figure appeared in the periphery of Tatsu’s vision, looking down upon the entrance of Vasilev’s building with her. ‘The chances that you are wrong about Vasilev being the next target are low. I would estimate that he will be attacked within the next four nights with a slightly higher probability of it being the early hours of Saturday morning.’ 
 
    ‘Other possibilities?’ 
 
    ‘Another mass attack may provide greater gratification to the killer. I agree that she has begun to enjoy killing. She wants more. There is still an overarching goal, however, and that is furthered more by eliminating Vasilev. The first major uncertainty occurs due to the complex interactions between the players in an attempt on his life. The outcomes range from you saving Vasilev and capturing the killer to the killer succeeding in killing both you and Vasilev. The latter has a very low probability, but it exists. An especially good outcome there could defuse the regional violence, though the chances are low.’ 
 
    ‘If Vasilev lives and I catch the murderer, I might persuade Vasilev to put an end to this. All that does seem a stretch. If he dies…’ 
 
    ‘There are no obvious successors after his death. The Funabashi gang will fall into infighting as the various groupings within it vie for control. The other gangs will, rightly, see this as weakness and attack. My analysis suggests only a twenty percent probability of this remaining localised; the fighting will spread throughout the refugee zone as the major gangs try to move their boundaries. There is also a sixty percent chance that the Shiratori-rengō will become involved, making an attempt to push into Chiba and swallow the Funabashi gang’s territory.’ 
 
    Tatsu winced. ‘Not unexpected but a real pain. I don’t think they’re strong enough to do it.’ 
 
    ‘My analysis concurs. Unfortunately, if Vasilev lives, the chances range from seventy-five to ninety percent that he will attack the Shiroi gang, and sixty-eight to seventy-five that he will attack the Shiratori-rengō either individually or at the same time. Overall, the probability of war in the zone comes out between eighty-eight and one hundred percent. There is a ninety percent probability that open conflict will break out in the evening of Saturday the fifth.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Have you told HQ about this?’ 
 
    Izanami nodded. ‘I believe they will put forward a plan to handle the situation tomorrow morning. I estimate that it will be distributed to all officers in Chiba at eleven-oh-three with a high degree of certainty. It will propose the deployment of riot squads throughout the zone and the use of maximum force in suppressing any conflict.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. I could have predicted the battle plan.’ 
 
    The avatar flashed Tatsu a grin. ‘That part did not take a great deal of processing power to determine.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ Tatsu said, ‘next week is going to be hell around here.’ 
 
    ‘Most of my projections suggest a week of intense fighting followed by several months of quieter reconsolidation. I can show you a map of the likely eventual boundaries, if you wish.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll manage without. I think the world should have a few surprises in it.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish. Hopefully, the surprise won’t be too unpleasant.’ 
 
    Tatsu was about to reply when she realised that the avatar was gone again. ‘I bet you’re projecting that it will be,’ she muttered. Then she returned to watching camera feeds. 
 
    4th September. 
 
    The battle plan for the predicted gang war was sent out at sixteen seconds past eleven-oh-three. Tatsu took some comfort in the fact that Izanami had not nailed the time to the second. As predicted, it proposed the dispersal of riot units throughout the region with orders to come down hard on any fighting in public areas. Targeted teams would be sent in to close down more private incidents where detected. 
 
    On a more personal note, Tatsu received orders to stand ready to assist the riot squads where required. She would be spending the next week in battledress, and they were essentially ordering her to end her stakeout on Saturday morning and be ready for deployment by the evening. Sachiko was not going to be pleased. 
 
    Nakano had some better news, for a given value of ‘better.’ ‘The lab cleaned up that card,’ he said from a call window. ‘It’s definitely our girl. Still not sure I can see a woman doing this.’ 
 
    ‘Women can be just as vicious as men, Nakano,’ Tatsu replied. ‘What was the message?’ 
 
    ‘Uh… “There can be no peace for men with evil minds.”’ 
 
    ‘So, she killed him because he was trying to get everyone to take a breath.’ 
 
    ‘Seems like it, though…’ 
 
    ‘Though?’ 
 
    ‘Seems to me that that’s an excuse. He wasn’t being that effective. Kill a few more gangsters and things would’ve probably heated up enough without killing an old Chinese guy. I think she just wanted to kill him.’ 
 
    Tatsu wondered what Izanami’s probabilities would say about the matter. ‘Pan’s death might be more effective, but I don’t think you’re wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You still on that stakeout?’ 
 
    Sitting in her apartment, taking care of paperwork for the upcoming riot situation, Tatsu could not really say that. ‘Not right now, but I’ll be back on it tonight.’ 
 
    ‘But not tomorrow night, right? We got through the projections and the plan Chiba HQ sent out. Tokyo is deploying riot squads along the border from tomorrow. I assume you’re on standby from tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Those are my orders. If Vasilev isn’t hit tonight, I’ll probably miss the chance at grabbing our killer.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck then.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks. I may need it.’ 
 
    5th September. 
 
    Tatsu realised it had begun when she spotted the same man walking past a camera for the third time. She double-checked, running the three clips beside each other to be sure she was not simply seeing some vor patrolling a corridor. The vids were identical, and she could not see the man in previous shots. The camera had been looped. Expertly looped, though not with sufficient care to avoid having someone appear in the feed multiple times. 
 
    Cursing under her breath, Tatsu turned from her watch position and started for the roof access door. The killer was probably already in Vasilev’s building and there was no time to lose. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Needle-like projectiles stitched a line over a man’s torso, and he fell, crumpling onto the hardwearing carpet of the corridor without saying a word. The robot which had shot him swept forward and over him, moving into a position where it could cover the elevator and one of the two stairwells leading to that floor. 
 
    Following behind that machine were two more similar ones, each held in the air by shielded rotors. They were blocky machines, roughly rectangular aside from the attached fans. Each mounted a weapon, the muzzle of which protruded from the front of the blocky hull. These two flanked another figure, humanoid and female in shape, about a hundred and eighty centimetres in height and clad in the latest lightweight combat armour including a helmet which obscured her features. Whether human or gynoid, she walked with purpose, a katana slung at her left hip. 
 
    She stopped in front of a door, the door to Vasilev’s apartment, and turned. ‘Secure the exit route,’ she said – a female voice to go with the female figure, speaking Japanese. The two robots flew off the way they had come, and the assassin turned to the door. 
 
    The door opened without any contact and a voice could be heard from within, speaking Russian. ‘You will not get me, bitch! I know you’re there. Tonight, you’re mine!’ Vasilev was waiting. 
 
    There was a flicker across the surface of the armour and the figure vanished from normal sight. There was no point in keeping him waiting. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu ran up the final flight of stairs leading to Vasilev’s floor and paused at the door. This was the residents’ stairwell, designed to be used by those who preferred not to take the elevator – and Tatsu doubted there were many of them – and therefore just as well decorated as the rest of the building. The door was, however, designed to operate effectively in emergencies; it slid open sideways where it would not obstruct passage off the corridor or hit someone already in the stairwell as it opened. That was less than optimal for Tatsu. 
 
    Standing to one side of the door, Tatsu triggered the opening mechanism and then angled her pistol around the doorframe. The sighting camera gave her a view down the corridor to Vasilev’s apartment. It also showed her the hovering robot which was now aiming its muzzle at the door. Tatsu fired before it could. Three rocket-propelled slugs hit the flying machine and it dropped out of the air, its fans spinning down as it died. 
 
    One down. Tatsu stepped out of cover and started down the corridor. As she did so, a humanoid figure stepped out of Vasilev’s apartment, flicking blood from a long, curved sword. The helmeted head turned, saw Tatsu, and then the figure vanished. Or it would have to someone with normal vision; Tatsu’s eyes could still see the shape, primarily in the ultraviolet range. She lifted her pistol and fired. Three rounds hit their target and the figure flinched, but none of the projectiles penetrated the armour; Tatsu saw them falling to the carpet. The figure put a hand to her ribs where one of the slugs had hit, then she turned and ran down the corridor toward the emergency stairwell at the other end. 
 
    And Tatsu was going to have to check on Vasilev. She could see one of his bodyguards, likely dead, lying beside the door, but Vasilev would be inside and there was a slim chance he was alive. There was no way to call for assistance because there was a radio jammer operating which covered at least this floor. Still, it had to be done. Instead of chasing the killer, Tatsu ducked inside the apartment and looked around. 
 
    At least she did not have to go further than that. The air was full of the stink of blood and cordite. Vasilev had put up a fight. His right hand and forearm were lying on the carpet about a metre from his body, still clutching an illegal calibre of revolver. His body had a long wound across the chest and his lower legs were folded under as though he had dropped to his knees after that cut and then fallen backward. That had probably been after his head had been separated from it. Vasilev was dead, no two ways about it. Turning, Tatsu gave chase. 
 
    She hit the emergency stairwell at a run, jumping down entire flights in one go. You could tell this was the emergency stairwell because of the signage saying so – in three languages, Japanese, English, and Russian – and because it was basically undecorated. Under normal circumstances, the doors would not even open unless the building’s computer detected some form of emergency situation, so that system had been hacked. 
 
    Tatsu hit the last landing above ground level and was met by a stream of needles. She turned her landing into a drop and roll, and the barrage passed over her head and back. She brought her pistol up to return fire, only to see the robot which had attacked her zipping out through the exterior door. She took the last flight of stairs in two strides and then went out the door in a dive, rolling onto her feet in a fluid movement which brought her up and ready to fire, but the expected stream of needles did not come and, looking around, she spotted the robot accelerating upward and away. 
 
    She looked around the alley she had found herself in, but there was no sign of the killer. With a head start and active camouflage that good, there was almost no point in looking. Tatsu was out of the jamming field, however. She put through a request for immediate forensic backup, paramedics, and Nakano. The latter would probably not like being dragged out of bed at two forty-five in the morning, but those were the breaks when you were a cop. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Nakano looked down at the corpse in the corridor. ‘So, three dead, including the current leader of the Funabashi gang.’ 
 
    ‘Two dead,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Vasilev and a bodyguard.’ 
 
    ‘I was including this robot which you dismantled with extreme prejudice.’ 
 
    ‘Ha ha.’ 
 
    ‘It looks kind of custom and kind of not. Built on a basic chassis and heavily customised, maybe?’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘That’s my take. You certainly can’t buy commercial robots armed with fully automatic coilguns at a shop in Akihabara. Our killer has skills. Probably hacked the building computer to open the emergency stairwell. Probably built this thing and its friends. Maybe even designed them. Good with a sword. Cutting someone’s head off isn’t that easy. Also has access to the latest light-military armour. One eighty centimetres, around fifty or sixty kilos. Female.’ 
 
    ‘You think it’s a human, not a gynoid.’ 
 
    ‘I think this is a human. I think this is a human after revenge for something. Or she was and she’s still using that as an excuse.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe less of an excuse this time. She didn’t torture Vasilev.’ 
 
    ‘You may be right… Then again, he knew she was coming and fought back. Maybe she had to kill him quicker than she’d have liked. Whatever, he’s dead, and I didn’t get her. This isn’t going to end well.’ 
 
    ‘War,’ Nakano said flatly. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Tatsu agreed, ‘war.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Five: War 
 
    Chiba Refugee Zone, Japan, 5th September 2099. 
 
    It started just after dark with three Yankee gangs from the Shiroi territory invading Funabashi Yankee holdings. At first sight it appeared to be the usual gang warfare, but it was coordinated and better equipped than usual. The Shiroi gangsters had military-grade assault weapons and basic body armour. They were acting under direction from the Shiroi gang. 
 
    Unfortunately for the Funabashi gang’s subordinates, such direction was in short supply on that side. Infighting among the various Funabashi mafia factions had started no more than twelve hours after Vasilev’s death. There were three potential new bosses, and they were all about as weak as each other with roughly equal support among the lower ranks. Most of the lower-ranking members just wanted someone, anyone, to take command. Right now, they were disorganised and the Shiroi attacks had taken them by surprise. The situation would have turned into a massacre if the riot squads had not turned up to intervene. The Shiroi groups retreated as soon as armed police turned up, but that turn of events was no predictor of what would happen as things got worse. 
 
    Tatsu sat in her apartment, wearing combat armour and watching the situation unfold on tactical feeds from HQ and the riot units. No one had asked her to lend a hand yet, so she watched. When things started to get really bad, that was when she would be called in. 
 
    There were flare-ups all along the Funabashi territorial borders by midnight. The Chinese gangs were hitting the Mihama Yankees on two fronts, so the tongs had decided that they needed to get involved. There were even reports of Hispanic gangs arriving in Funabashi territory around Mimomi and Yachiyo. But it was still brushfire war, proxy war. None of the major players were getting involved yet. Everyone was acting through the expendable pawns they used to distribute and smuggle drugs. 
 
    By the time dawn broke, the fighting had stopped. There had been a few arrests, but nothing major. It was not going to end there. 
 
    7th September. 
 
    The escalation began in the early hours of Monday morning, but did not really make itself known until darkness fell again that night. Tatsu had spent some time during the day going over a Shiroi drug lab which seemed to have been hit with more precision than might be expected of the local street gangs and had suggested that the major players were starting to act. There had been little to be done about it then, but she had been listened to. She could not fault her superiors for ignoring her. 
 
    She continued to not find fault as she worked through a warehouse structure in the docks, backed up by a team of riot officers, as they tried to stop the battle inside from escalating to take in the whole area. It was not easy. They were dealing with Funabashi and Shiroi mafia with military weapons and armour. The warehouse was full of crates stacked high in blocks, and there were overhead walkways which the criminals were using. 
 
    It was from one of those walkways that a metal ball fell, hitting the ground right beside Tatsu, bouncing once, and then exploding. The blast hit her in the back, and she felt several fragments hitting her legs. There were some cries from the officers behind her, but Tatsu barely noticed the concussion. She raised her rifle and fired into the walkway. The thin metal provided almost no protection to the men above her and they fell, metal needles driven at high speed into the legs. 
 
    ‘Get anyone badly hurt out,’ Tatsu ordered over the communications link with her team. 
 
    ‘No major injuries,’ came back from the squad leader. The body armour they were all wearing was not exactly military grade, but it was close. Soldiers in the JSDF wore powered armour now and that had not been felt to be a requirement for police officers, even riot squads, but they were all decked out in monocrystalline suits with a tactical vest fitted with trauma plates over the top of that. Their helmets came with infrared vision, built-in radio and GPS, hearing protection, and air filtration. For Tatsu, that was all over her natural armour. 
 
    Injuries were a concern. Some of the bad guys were using coilguns, and the hypervelocity needles fired from those could penetrate fairly thick armour. Most of the injuries being taken were to the limbs, however, since the vests did not protect there. They were not usually life threatening. Of course, the Russians could wear armour too. 
 
    ‘Move up,’ Tatsu ordered. ‘Two groups either side of me. We clear as we find them. Watch out for more grenades.’ 
 
    ‘Understood.’ 
 
    Tatsu stepped forward, her rifle held at her hip. It made no real difference where it was; she had the view from its sights in her sensorium and anything which got into those sights was going to discover that it was a bad day to be a bad guy. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A report came through on the robot Tatsu had trashed at Vasilev’s apartment building while she was being driven to yet another war zone. It was not especially encouraging reading and she could have done with some encouragement about then. 
 
    There was nothing specifically custom about the machine. It had been constructed from parts you could buy at just about any hobbyist shop or online, aside from the weapon, of course. The construction was unique, however. It followed no commercially available design, so it had been built either by or for the killer. Analysis of the software indicated that that was a commercial design, but not one that should have been available to a hobbyist. The killer had access to military hardware and software from somewhere, but that was hardly impossible if you cultivated the right contacts. 
 
    Forensics had found a partial fingerprint, probably a right index finger, on one of the circuit boards. They had not managed to match it to anyone yet, but they were still looking. 
 
    Basically, aside from taking one of the killer’s toys off the table, trashing the robot had got Tatsu nowhere. Right now, that was not really a major issue since her quarry had achieved what she had apparently set out to do: start a war in Chiba. The armoured van Tatsu was riding in came to a stop and she pushed out through the rear door. 
 
    This was going to be a room-clearance operation. The criminals involved were occupying a disused apartment block. Well, disused by all except for the Funabashi gang members who had been running a brothel out of it and, right now, the Císhàn tong members who had decided to end that. There were flames pouring out of a couple of windows and gunshots could be heard from within. 
 
    ‘There are civilians in here,’ Tatsu said. ‘We take it slowly and carefully. Check your targets.’ 
 
    ‘Understood, Sergeant.’ 
 
    Tatsu had a strong feeling they were going to be carrying body bags out of this one with relatively innocent young women in them. Hopefully, not too many of those would be down to police gunfire. 
 
    8th September. 
 
    Sachiko was a little surprised to see Tatsu on her door screen. It was far from being an unpleasant surprise, however, and she opened the door immediately. ‘Hi! I thought you’d be up to your neck in gangsters with machine guns.’ 
 
    Tatsu stepped inside and let the door close behind her. Then she propped her rifle against the wall. Then she said, ‘They have to let us rest occasionally. I wasn’t far from here and I thought I’d check up on you.’ 
 
    Sachiko slumped onto her stool, pulling one knee up under her chin. She was dressed in a thong at ten in the morning and her bed was unmade. ‘Bored,’ she said. ‘The Hole is closed until further notice. It’s too dangerous to have it open. I’ve not got much to do aside from streaming whatever boring crap is available while keeping an eye on the news feeds. It doesn’t seem to have got too close to here yet. You, uh, you smell kind of weird.’ 
 
    ‘Explosives residue, probably. Kind of acrid?’ That got a nod. ‘There have been grenades and a lot of propellent. I’ve stopped noticing it.’ 
 
    ‘G-grenades? Are you okay?’ 
 
    Tatsu grinned. ‘Worried about me? Not had a scratch.’ The grin vanished. ‘But staying inside and out of this is a good idea. So far, they’re sticking to after dark, so you should be good to go out shopping during the day. But keep your eyes open.’ 
 
    ‘Any signs of it ending?’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head. ‘The Funabashi gang are still trying to work out who should be the new leader. They’re not that organised and they’re still fighting back. If they get behind one candidate, things could turn really nasty.’ 
 
    ‘You think that’ll happen before the Shiroi lot or the tongs finish them?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Whether it’ll happen soon enough is another matter.’ 
 
    Nodding, Sachiko looked around at her room for a second. ‘Uh, want to stay for a bit? Relieve the boredom and some stress, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds great, but I need to go home and sleep. I’ve got about eight hours before I’ll need to be out there again.’ 
 
    ‘Another reason to hate the mafia then: they’re messing up my love life.’ 
 
    Tatsu turned and picked up her rifle. ‘You and me both.’ 
 
    9th September. 
 
    Tatsu spotted a van pulling up outside a small factory in Kamagaya and immediately started toward it. By the time she got there, Yamauchi and Suzuki were climbing out, both wearing ballistic vests. The reporter’s vest was over the top of one of her ubiquitous summer dresses, and it looked a lot like they were planning to do a report. 
 
    ‘Make sure you get the cordon in shot,’ Yamauchi said. Then she spotted Tatsu closing on her and said, ‘Oh shit.’ 
 
    ‘What are you doing here, Yamauchi?’ Tatsu asked. ‘Do you have trauma plates in those vests? Because I’m guessing not, so they’re going to do squat to stop an armour-piercing round from giving you a really bad day.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a trauma plate?’ Yamauchi asked. She shook her head. ‘Not the point. The channel finally agreed to let me come out and shoot some extra footage for my report. You’ve got a siege going on here.’ 
 
    It was, in fact, mid-afternoon and there was indeed a siege. A large number of Shiroi gangsters had been traced back to the factory. The police had surrounded the place and were being held off with assault weapons, a few heavier pieces, and a lot of grenades. A number of anti-personnel mines had been identified at the entrances. It was something of a standoff, and it was not that far from the boundary between Chiba and Tokyo which ran through the Kamagaya district. At least it was daylight, even if that meant Tatsu was running on minimal sleep. 
 
    ‘You can hear the gunfire from the apartment buildings over the border,’ Yamauchi went on. ‘It’s a matter of public interest that–’ 
 
    ‘I’m more concerned about your interest,’ Tatsu said. ‘They have at least two sniper railguns in there. They see a van from TNM out here, they might decide to bag themselves a wild reporter.’ 
 
    In Tatsu’s ear, one of the squad leaders was reporting. ‘… signs of movement. One of the loading bay doors is opening.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve a right to risk myself for a good story if I want to,’ Yamauchi said. ‘This is going to make a great– What the fuck is that?!’ 
 
    Tatsu could see it in the view from the squad leader’s helmet camera. A massive, blobby shape was moving out into the factory’s loading yard. Its body seemed to have been constructed of a number of interlocked, metal spheres. Then someone had bolted blocky robotic arms and legs onto that. The arms were holding a big gun, probably a gauss minigun, an electromagnetic machinegun. There was no sign of a faceplate, but there were things which looked like eyes mounted on the uppermost sphere. It stood a good two and a half metres tall and had to weigh a tonne or so. ‘Down,’ Tatsu said, dropping to the ground just before the weapon the thing was holding opened up like a firehose of mass destruction. 
 
    Yamauchi demonstrated that her reflexes were fairly good. ‘What is it?’ she asked again, now from a position on the tarmac beside Tatsu. 
 
    ‘It’s a repurposed D-DOPS,’ Tatsu replied. She went on before Yamauchi could ask the obvious question. ‘That’s a deep-dive operations suit. They’re used to work on the sea floor out beyond the continental shelf. Heavily armoured, obviously. The limbs are motorised so it can handle that minigun well enough. Normally, those things are mounted on vehicles. The suit’s clumsy, but with the rate of fire that gun has, it doesn’t really matter, and our rifles aren’t going to penetrate that armour.’ She reached behind her back and pulled her pistol out of its holster. 
 
    ‘So, you’re going to shoot it with a pistol?’ 
 
    Tatsu dropped the magazine. ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, not yet?’ 
 
    A second magazine was slotted into position. Tatsu checked the load. ‘Whoever’s in there is firing at the full cyclic rate and hosing the place down. We’re probably going to need new riot vans after this. However, at that rate, he’s going to run out of ammo after only about–’ Silence, or a near approximation, fell. ‘That long.’ 
 
    Rolling into a crouch, Tatsu raised her pistol and took aim. Across the parking lot, the bulky suit was busy swapping the massive ammo cassette slung beneath its weapon. Tatsu pumped out three rounds from her pistol as the replacement cassette was being lifted into position. Three explosions blossomed on the blobby suit’s torso, if it could be said to really have one. Masked by the small outer detonations, each round became a sphere of superheated gas which lanced through the hull of the monster machine and into the body within. The arms stopped moving. First the ammo cassette and then the minigun dropped from the metal hands. The pressure suit listed forward, seeming to refuse to fall for a second or so before gravity delivered the final verdict. With an almighty clang, the D-DOPS crashed to the ground. 
 
    ‘With a pistol!’ Yamauchi squeaked. ‘Tell me you got that, Shisen?’ 
 
    ‘I got it,’ Suzuki replied. Tatsu hoped that he had got up into a kneeling position when she had. Otherwise, the man was a bigger idiot than she thought. ‘Not sure how good it’ll look on-screen, but I got it.’ 
 
    ‘That was amazing! Does every cop have one of those pistols? I mean, nothing could stand up to that. You–’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad they didn’t get their hands on some real military hardware,’ Tatsu cut in. ‘D-DOPS are tough, but compared to a modern battlesuit… However, enough is enough.’ She cut in her radio feed. ‘Someone get some assault drones in here and level the place. I think we’re past pissing around.’ 
 
    Yamauchi’s eyes widened. Was she really calling for what amounted to an air strike? 
 
    ‘Yes, I mean it,’ Tatsu said, obviously talking to someone else but answering Yamauchi’s unspoken question. ‘They’ve got too many heavy weapons to be messing around. We’ve lost… at least three AVs here and there are wounded men for sure. Get it done.’ She turned to look at Yamauchi. ‘I’d suggest backing off. We will be.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to blow them up?’ 
 
    ‘Unless they come running out with their hands up when the drones arrive, yeah. Things around here have got way too serious. And that’s without the Funabashi gang being up to full strength. What happens when they elect a new leader is anyone’s guess.’ 
 
    ‘It could get worse?’ 
 
    ‘A lot worse.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The Funabashi gang was celebrating. In the middle of a war for their survival, the upper ranks had put aside their guns and set up shop in a hotel they owned, and they were drinking to the health of their new leader, Ilia Viktorov. They had started in daylight, and there were a lot of guards, but Tatsu still felt it was stupid. Now, with almost no light left in the sky, it just seemed stupider. 
 
    Given that Tatsu had managed to infiltrate the building and was watching the proceedings from a cracked-open fire door, the guards were not doing an especially good job. The party was ongoing in the hotel’s restaurant, a room which afforded plenty of cover should a fight break out. It was not like the gang members were entirely unarmed; they had put down their weapons, but most of them had put them down on the tables they were sitting at. They were stupid – all gathering in one place to make it easy to end them – but not entirely brain dead. 
 
    And the cover just made it easier to listen in on Viktorov’s speeches, of which there had been more than one. He was not the obvious choice for the new boss; he had been the leader of the support group up until today. It seemed likely that he was the least worst choice, the compromise candidate, though his section did planning and resource management, so maybe they thought a strategist was a good choice at the moment. 
 
    ‘We will leave here and take our territory back,’ Viktorov was saying. ‘Maybe we take some of the Shiroi territory and give those Chinese fuckers a beating too.’ He was not a big man. He looked more like a planner than a warrior. Blonde and fairly handsome. A lover, not a fighter. Until he opened his mouth, it seemed. ‘How, you ask? I am in logistics. I have a shipment of… useful items coming in in the next hour which will make things far more interesting. There are some very big fireworks in this party pack. They won’t know what has hit them.’ 
 
    Great. He was shipping in some really heavy armaments. Speculation on what was pointless, but Tatsu figured it would be messy. Missiles? Missiles seemed likely, maybe with thermobaric warheads. Okay, so it was difficult not to speculate. That was going to need stopping. 
 
    ‘Intelligence says that those Shiratori bastards are starting to make a play,’ Viktorov went on. That was news to Tatsu. ‘We find them and send them back across the border. In body bags, obviously.’ That got cheers. The cheers were still dying when one of the doors into the restaurant burst open and a pair of flying robots buzzed in. 
 
    The twin agents of death were opening fire before anyone could get to a weapon. Men fell, riddled with needles. Tatsu recognised the machines and pushed her door open, stepping into the room to look for the assassin. And then all hell broke loose. 
 
    ‘They’re here to finish us!’ Exactly who shouted it, Tatsu was not sure, but the result was immediate and consisted of a lot of flying lead. 
 
    A shotgun slug hit Tatsu’s chest, low on the left side, stopping against the trauma plate in her vest. She turned and put a needle in the gunman’s right arm, disarming him almost literally as the bone was cleaved in two. Then she shifted her aim, raising her weapon to her shoulder and tracking one of the robots across the room. She fired a ten-round burst, hitting with three of the needles, and the bot twisted in the air as though flinching. But then it just kept on firing, so Tatsu fired again. This time it dropped out of the air, fans buzzing fitfully, and someone noticed the machine lying on the carpet and blasted it with a shotgun. One down, probably. 
 
    One of the nearby thugs had decided to take on Tatsu hand-to-hand. Well, shotgun butt-to-hand; he swung his weapon like a club at Tatsu’s head and she ducked under it before shooting him at point-blank range in the gut. ‘Get out of my way, idiots!’ Tatsu yelled. ‘She’s here for your new boss!’ No one was really paying attention and Tatsu’s focus returned to Viktorov. 
 
    He was standing where he had been, at the table he had been addressing his gang from, but now he was holding a shotgun. It was a modern weapon designed for close combat, an electromagnetic launcher with a high rate of fire and significant impact potential. It was going to do him no good. As Tatsu spotted Viktorov, she also spotted the ghostly shape coming up behind him. Viktorov seemed to sense something too since he began to turn, but it was far too late. There was a flash of movement, something being swung down with considerable force, and Viktorov’s back was slashed open from his left shoulder to his right hip. Blood flew, the newly elected boss fell, and Tatsu fired the grenade launcher slung under her carbine. It was a baton round which slammed into the swordswoman’s chest, and it tossed her three metres across the restaurant to hit a table and fall out of sight. 
 
    Tatsu started in that direction, but there was no hope. The room was full of shouting and gunfire as men tried to nail the remaining little flying robot. And Tatsu. They could not see the woman who had killed their boss. Half of them did not even know he was down. They could see the cop who had burst into their party along with the two robots. She pulled a grenade from her belt, activated it, and dropped it at her feet just as she turned off her own hearing. Now the room was filled with a strobing screech of multifrequency sound. Hardened criminals clutched their ears and reeled back from the sound, which was better than them trying to shoot Tatsu. Unfortunately, it did not cover the entire room, and it did not stop people outside the main area of effect from attacking. She pulled another grenade and tossed it ahead of her, and a path cleared as men stumbled and crawled to get out of the shrieking sound, deafened and in pain. 
 
    The killer was gone. Again. The robot had stopped firing and fled, or someone had got lucky and shot it. There was fitful gunfire aimed in Tatsu’s direction, but even the few bullets which hit her did not cause so much as a flinch. She called in reinforcements as she gave chase through the kitchen entrance at the back of the room, but she had little hope of actually catching up to her quarry. The Funabashi gang was leaderless again, and the killer had, once again, got away. 
 
    10th September. 
 
    Viktorov had been declared dead at the scene along with eight of his colleagues. Another fifteen had been taken to hospital, six of those in critical condition. These were all men in the upper ranks of the Funabashi mafia, and the lower ranks were now in disarray, easy targets. The Shiroi mafia and the Huádōng tong were hitting Funabashi territory from two sides, though the Shiroi were not doing as well because the Císhàn tong were using the confusion to hit their flank. It was now a large-scale, multi-sided war and the police were having trouble keeping up with it. 
 
    It was not helping that the Shiratori-rengō were pushing across the border into Funabashi territory. That was confirmed because Tatsu was watching a group of them involved in a three-way battle in the docks. The Shiroi gang had almost free rein to hit any Funabashi target they wished at this point, and they had chosen a warehouse being used for drug storage. They had already been engaged when the Japanese contingent had moved in to take out both sides. 
 
    ‘We’re going to need crowd control here,’ Tatsu said over comms. ‘There are too many of them. The best we can reasonably hope for is to break up the fight and maybe grab a few as they run.’ 
 
    ‘Our aim should be to arrest as many as possible.’ That was Superintendent Hiroko Hisakawa, the boss of Chiba’s TYMPD contingent. Chiba HQ should have had an assistant commissioner at the top, but it was Chiba. 
 
    ‘I don’t disagree, Superintendent, but we need to stop this before we end up with too many body bags. Please order the drones in.’ 
 
    There was a short pause and then, ‘Four are coming in from central Funabashi. You’re sure that the yakuza are now involved?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve just got confirmed identification of Yū Koizumi. His records confirm membership. Apparently, his day job is selling insurance, but he seems to be alarmingly good with a coilgun.’ 
 
    There was a sound which might have been a sigh. ‘That’s going to cause problems with Sakurada Gate.’ 
 
    ‘Especially if there’s pushback. Maybe you should talk to them and see if they can get Shiratori to pull in her horns.’ 
 
    ‘That is never going to happen.’ 
 
    It was Tatsu’s turn to sigh. ‘No, probably not.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It had been light for five hours and Tatsu had not been to bed yet. The driving factor seemed to be the yakuza who were still hitting various Funabashi mafia locations and stirring things up. It looked like today was going to be the worst day of the week. Unless tomorrow was worse. 
 
    If anyone had spoken to HQ about reining in the Shiratori-rengō, and if HQ had spoken to anyone in the yakuza, it had had no effect. Monitoring the police tactical network for the zone was showing signs of growing conflict across the western side of Chiba, especially in the Funabashi gang’s territory. The Denshitoakuma had become involved when their western territory had heated up just before dawn. They overlapped with the Funabashi gang there and, it seemed, some of the attacking forces were not distinguishing their targets too well. 
 
    ‘There are people outside shooting at each other on the street,’ Sachiko said over the call she had put through to Tatsu. ‘Russians and Denshitoakuma, I think.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be down from Shiroi,’ Tatsu replied. ‘The Russians. Stay away from the window.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sitting in my shower cubicle. I figure it’s not likely a stray bullet can get to me through the window and the cubicle screens.’ 
 
    ‘Probably true. That fight’s been noticed. You’ll probably hear drones flying past soon.’ 
 
    ‘You sound tired.’ 
 
    ‘I am tired,’ Tatsu replied. ‘Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like I’ll get much rest today. Stay inside and keep safe. Don’t answer the door to anyone.’ 
 
    ‘You’re scaring me, Tatsu.’ 
 
    ‘If it keeps you away from what’s going on outside, I’m fine with that. On the plus side, I don’t think they can keep this up for too long.’ 
 
    ‘How long?’ 
 
    ‘That, my dear Sachiko, is the billion-yen question.’ 
 
    ‘Right. Oh, the drones are here. I can hear the engines and… missile launchers?’ 
 
    ‘Riot gas. We’ve been using it all night.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ Sachiko said, ‘you’ve convinced me. I won’t go out even if I had anywhere to go.’ 
 
    ‘Good girl.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Someone had decided that handing out gas masks would be a good idea. It had probably been a matter of time, but that time had come, and it seemed that it was just the yakuza who had them. 
 
    Tatsu could not really blame them. Riot gas induced nausea and was very unpleasant to be caught in. The drones had been throwing it around like party favours for hours. Breathe too much of the stuff and you could be left puking your guts up and unable to get out of the cloud. Very rarely, someone choked to death before they could escape the effects. The problem was that masks made the yakuza immune, and they were using that immunity to keep fighting when the others had given up and fled. 
 
    In this particular case, a group of yakuza were holed up in an apartment building previously owned by the Funabashi gang. Across the street, the mafia had taken over some shopfronts in an attempt to retake the apartments which they had been using to run an illegal brothel. The drones had arrived, as directed by the riot squad sent to the scene, and dropped riot gas rockets in through the windows on both sides, but that had only cut the fire from the shops. 
 
    Tatsu watched all this unfold from behind a temporary ballistic barrier the riot team had erected. She was tired and irritated. The sound of coilgun needles hitting the barrier was just making things worse. 
 
    ‘Enough of this,’ she muttered. 
 
    ‘What?’ asked the riot team leader crouched beside her. ‘Sergeant? Did you say something?’ 
 
    ‘Not important,’ Tatsu replied as she swapped magazines on her carbine’s grenade launcher. ‘Stay here until I order you in.’ 
 
    ‘Sergeant?’ 
 
    Ignoring the question in the man’s tone, Tatsu swung out from behind the barrier and started marching toward the apartment building and the yakuza. 
 
    ‘Is she crazy?’ someone asked behind her. 
 
    ‘No,’ the leader replied, ‘she’s bulletproof.’ 
 
    Needles hit Tatsu’s vest to no effect. She kept on walking. Someone had the bright idea of aiming at her legs; a good idea if she had been human. Two needles punched through her suit over her left thigh, stopping against the armour under her skin. She kept on walking. 
 
    At ten metres, she stopped and levelled her carbine at the nearest window. A hypervelocity, twenty-five-millimetre projectile left the barrel of her grenade launcher, zipped through the shattered window, hit the ceiling of the room behind it, and exploded. Shifting her aim, she repeated with the next window, and the next. Then she was moving again, walking at a steady pace toward the first room she had hit. There was still fire coming from the window; Tatsu raised her weapon to her shoulder and fired back. A single round hit the gunman in the forehead, punching through his skull and dropping him instantly. A second later, she jumped in through the window and shot a second man as he raised his weapon to fire at her. 
 
    The last man in the room was still shaking off the explosion. He let out a yelp as Tatsu grabbed the front of his suit and lifted him bodily off the ground before slamming him into a wall. ‘Listen up, dickhead,’ she said in a far too cheerful voice, ‘it’s your lucky day.’ 
 
    ‘I-It is?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you’re not getting shot or arrested, and the same cannot be said for the other yakuza pricks in this building. You are going to deliver a message for me.’ 
 
    He looked at her as if she was insane, though the effect was somewhat diminished by the blood running into his right eye from a shrapnel wound. He was probably lucky he was still conscious. ‘What message?’ 
 
    ‘You go back to Ichikawa and you go see Yukiko Shiratori. You tell her that Tatsu Yamada says hi, and that if she doesn’t pull her troops out of Chiba within the next two hours, I will come over to her house and put a bullet between her eyes.’ 
 
    ‘You are police, you–’ 
 
    ‘It will be worth the prison sentence just to get some sleep. Are you going to give her the message, or am I going to break your neck and find another idiot to take it?’ 
 
    ‘I will take your message. Kaichō will destroy you for–’ 
 
    ‘You’re new, I can tell. Shiratori will do precisely nothing to me. Now…’ Tatsu tossed him toward a door at the back of the capsule apartment they had been using as a foxhole. ‘… get out of here before I change my mind.’ Lifting her rifle, she dropped the magazine out of her grenade launcher and slotted a new one in. ‘I have work to do.’ 
 
    11th September. 
 
    The fact that Tatsu could not use drugs was something of a design flaw. Obviously, it was not a design flaw most of the time; nothing much could affect her, so she could not suffer from gases, diseases, and anything short of corrosive chemicals. However, it also meant that she could not benefit from modern chemistry either. Right now, she would have done anything for the ability to use stimulants. Pretty much everyone else operating from the Chiba police HQ was taking something to keep them going; Tatsu was staying on her feet thanks to power naps and willpower. 
 
    But it was looking like things were calming down. The tactical network had reported no major outbreaks of fighting for over an hour as one a.m. clicked over. The yakuza appeared to have left the area, though reports indicated that they were watching the border from the Tokyo side. The Funabashi gang was in a state of total chaos, but the Shiroi gang seemed to have stopped trying to press their advantage so strongly. Fatigue was setting in on all sides of the conflict. 
 
    ‘Sergeant Yamada.’ The call from HQ had gone through without Tatsu really noticing and she jerked out of a slight doze at the sound of her name. 
 
    ‘Superintendent?’ 
 
    Koizumi’s face swam a little in its call window. Not a good sign. ‘We’re instituting rolling shifts for the next forty-eight hours. Intelligence believes the worst of the fighting is over, so we want our people to rest. I’m aware that you’re uniquely subject to fatigue in this case. You’re to go off-watch now. Get some rest, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going to argue. My body could keep fighting for weeks, but my brain is fading fast.’ 
 
    ‘If I’m honest, same here. I intend to catch some sleep as soon as my last dose wears off, but…’ 
 
    ‘The perils of command,’ Tatsu replied. ‘You have to be seen to be in charge as much as you have to be in charge.’ 
 
    ‘Huh. My boss at Sakurada Gate has been asleep for hours.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make no comment. My temper is a bit short at the moment.’ 
 
    ‘Mine too. Goodnight, Sergeant.’ 
 
    ‘I certainly hope it will be, Superintendent.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu had been awake for two hours and there had been no call to get back into battledress. It was dark outside and there was fighting, but it was all small skirmishes and random gang violence. Nothing needed Tatsu’s talent for targeted destruction. She was not at all unhappy about that. 
 
    She was still watching the tactical feeds, however, when a call came through from Nakano. She accepted it because it was looking like she could get back to normal policing now. ‘Nakano? Are you on duty?’ 
 
    ‘Just got a call from forensics. Looks like I’m back on duty for a few hours. How are things doing over there? The reports are… looking better.’ 
 
    ‘I got fifteen hours’ sleep today. My body clock is screwed. However, it seems like things are trailing off here. I’m not absolutely sure it’ll go totally quiet after tonight, but we’re through the worst of it. What did forensics have to say?’ 
 
    ‘They lifted a partial print off a circuit board from that robot you shot down. Apparently, they had to go to Izanami to get an identification.’ 
 
    Tatsu raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t need that for the main police database.’ 
 
    ‘No, it came up among the elimination prints from a decade-old murder case. A cold case. It was never solved satisfactorily, though there’s a lot of circumstantial evidence in the case file indicating that the Funabashi gang were involved.’ 
 
    ‘And our killer has been targeting the Funabashi gang. Mostly. You haven’t given me a name.’ 
 
    ‘Getting to that. The two victims were Yoshiro and Kohaku Morimoto. He was a data manager at a banking centre and the gang seem to have wanted him for his access. More or less a standard bank heist. They had a daughter who–’ 
 
    ‘Kaede Shiratori,’ Tatsu said. ‘She was Kaede Morimoto before Yukiko Shiratori adopted her.’ 
 
    ‘You spoiled the big reveal.’ 
 
    ‘You were taking too long. Okay. I’ll meet you at their residence. We’ll do this quietly, if possible, because the last thing we need right now is news that we’ve arrested Shiratori’s daughter going around. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. You bring a car.’ 
 
    Tokyo. 
 
    Nakano was leaning against an unmarked, high-end sedan when Tatsu exited the conveyor which had brought her over from Chiba. Her little self-driving bubble car looked cheap beside the sleek lines of the cop car. Under-protected too; the sedan had no windows to weaken its armour and you saw out through an array of cameras which gave you all-round vision. This had the added benefit when transporting prisoners that no one could see in. 
 
    ‘HQ is pulling out all the stops, I see,’ Tatsu commented as her transport set off on its own for Chiba. ‘VIP transport for our princess.’ 
 
    Nakano gave a shrug. ‘It came out of the pool. If I have to drive, I figure it should be in style. We have authorisation to proceed with the arrest and a search of her private rooms.’ 
 
    ‘And I bet it makes it clear that only Kaede’s rooms are to be searched.’ 
 
    ‘You would not be wrong. Shall we?’ 
 
    Together, they walked up to the front gate of the Shiratori residence across the street. Tatsu hit the intercom button and was greeted by a voice which was neither Yukiko nor Kaede Shiratori. ‘Good evening, officers. What business do you have here tonight?’ 
 
    ‘We’re here to see Kaede Shiratori,’ Tatsu replied. ‘We have authorisation to take her into custody for questioning regarding multiple charges of homicide.’ 
 
    There was a pause. Not a long one, but enough to make it obvious that the assistant, or whatever she was, was surprised. ‘Please wait.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, but not for long.’ It took about a minute before the gates swung open on smooth, quiet motors. ‘And in we go,’ Tatsu said, starting in. 
 
    They were met in the entrance of the house by a pretty Japanese woman in a business skirt-suit who turned out to be the owner of the voice at the gate. Definitely some sort of assistant or secretary. ‘Miss Shiratori wishes to speak with you before you talk to her daughter,’ the woman explained while Tatsu and Nakano removed their shoes and put on the slippers provided for visitors. 
 
    ‘I’m sure she does,’ Tatsu replied. ‘I’m sure she’s aware that I’d love to take her in for aiding and abetting a fugitive if she’s delaying us to let Kaede escape.’ 
 
    The assistant’s cheeks coloured. Embarrassment or indignation. Could have been either. All she said was, ‘Please follow me.’ 
 
    They were led to a reception room of some sort with painted screens for walls. The decoration was a classically styled view of Mount Fuji, a bit clichéd for Tatsu’s tastes. The only occupant of the room before Tatsu and Nakano entered was Yukiko Shiratori, on her feet and wearing a yukata. It was still pretty hot outside and the heavier material of a kimono would have been stifling, but it still seemed odd to see a modern woman wearing such a garment at home on a Friday evening. 
 
    ‘We’re here for Kaede, Shiratori,’ Tatsu said. ‘We have no business with you. We have authorisation to search her rooms, but that has been rather carefully phrased to stop us looking wider afield.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Shiratori said, ‘your business is with me. You wish to charge my daughter with the murder of Anastas Zima and others, correct?’ 
 
    ‘The initial questioning will be concerning the murder of Grigory Anatoliy Vasilev, but we are linking his death to that of Zima and a number of other members of his gang.’ 
 
    ‘Plus Yong Pan, Ariella Ray, and a number of other civilians,’ Nakano added. 
 
    ‘I killed them,’ Shiratori stated flatly. ‘Working alone. Kaede had nothing to do with it.’ 
 
    ‘We have her print on one of the robots the killer has been using to assist in the murders,’ Tatsu said. 
 
    ‘I amend my statement slightly. It is true that Kaede constructed those machines for me. However, she knew nothing about what I planned to use them for and cannot be held accountable. I committed the murders alone. She knows nothing about them.’ 
 
    Tatsu stared at the yakuza boss for a couple of seconds. ‘You’re not helping her. You’re not protecting her. Stop this, Shiratori.’ 
 
    ‘I am the murderer, Sergeant. I will not allow my daughter to be punished in my stead.’ Shiratori held out her arms, wrists together, asking to be cuffed. 
 
    Nakano stepped forward, reaching into his pocket. Tatsu stopped him. ‘There’s no point, Nakano, she isn’t going to run.’ 
 
    Shiratori lowered her arms. ‘Thank you, Sergeant, for preserving some element of my dignity.’ 
 
    ‘My pleasure.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    With Shiratori safely in the back of the car, Nakano turned to Tatsu. ‘If she’s lying, she’s good at it.’ 
 
    ‘She’s lying,’ Tatsu replied. ‘These murders don’t fit with her as the killer. It’s… not her style. But I can’t tell she’s lying either. If we could get a lie detector on her…’ 
 
    ‘She’ll refuse and, with her confessing, we probably can’t force her.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘You said she wasn’t protecting Kaede.’ 
 
    Tatsu shook her head. ‘Kaede likes what she’s been doing. Even if her mother has taken responsibility, Kaede’s going to be unable to stop herself from doing it again.’ 
 
    ‘But the Funabashi gang are pretty much finished, right? If her aim was to destroy them–’ 
 
    ‘They’re not all dead and that gives her an excuse. Not that she’ll need one. Not really. I’ve seen this before, in the war. Men who got to like the killing. Some who started out liking it. One thing about war: there’s always another enemy. She’s not finished yet, and nothing Yukiko can do is going to stop her killing again.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Part Six: Killer 
 
    Chiba Refugee Zone, Japan, 14th September 2099. 
 
    ‘It seems to have gone pretty quiet,’ Sachiko said. 
 
    Tatsu shifted her head so that she could look up at the dancer’s face. It was not especially easy, given her position lying in the crook of Sachiko’s arm. ‘Well, yes. I stopped sucking on your–’ 
 
    ‘I mean the fighting.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Right. Yes, because they ran out of energy. There have been a few incidents over the weekend, but nothing big. It won’t last.’ 
 
    Sachiko frowned. ‘The Hole just reopened. Are you saying I’ll be out of work again soon?’ 
 
    ‘No… No, I don’t think so, but the Funabashi mafia is basically gone. There’s a power vacuum. That means new groups forming or the existing ones pushing in to fill the space. The dust hasn’t settled yet, and I expect that dust to be getting blown up into the air and left to settle again for months.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like, um, fun.’ 
 
    ‘No, what we’ve been doing for the last four hours is fun. The best we can hope for in Chiba is that it isn’t not fun in a big way.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s what Chiba’s like at the best of times.’ 
 
    ‘True enough.’ There were a few seconds of silence and Sachiko’s breathing started to even out. ‘I think I want to hear you screaming one more time before bed.’ 
 
    ‘Huh? Did you say- Eeee!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, just like that.’ 
 
    Tokyo. 
 
    ‘I assume you’re still sticking to your ludicrous story?’ Tatsu said. 
 
    Across the interview room table, Yukiko Shiratori did not raise her eyes. ‘I killed Zima and the others. Kaede’s only involvement was in building the support drones. She did not know their purpose.’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. She had hoped that a weekend in a holding cell would persuade Shiratori to give up the pretext. It had not been a strong hope and it seemed that it was a forlorn one. ‘You’re not helping her.’ 
 
    ‘So you have said.’ 
 
    ‘You think she’ll stop. You think she’s rational, that she’ll understand your sacrifice and stop killing. The Funabashi gang is in ruins, she got what she wanted, so why should she need to go on. But she’s not rational and there are still some of the gang’s members out there she can use as an excuse. She likes killing, Shiratori. Every attack has been more violent than the last. She won’t stop because she can’t stop.’ 
 
    ‘I killed Zima and the others,’ Shiratori said, her voice flat. ‘Kaede’s only involvement was in building the support–’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, sure. She’s going to kill again, Shiratori, and the next time she does, I’ll be there. I don’t know whether I’ll be able to take her down without killing her.’ 
 
    Now Shiratori’s eyes lifted to look into Tatsu’s. There was fire in them. ‘If you hurt her…’ 
 
    ‘That’s the problem. I don’t think she’s going to give me any choice.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘You really think the kid is going to kill again?’ Nakano asked. He was in observation, watching Shiratori being taken back to her cell. Tatsu was standing beside him, doing the same. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Tatsu replied flatly. ‘I’m going to see if I can get her put under surveillance.’ 
 
    ‘The brass won’t like it. It could be seen as harassment.’ 
 
    ‘Better than letting her slaughter more people.’ 
 
    Nakano gave a small grimace. ‘Not sure slaughtering mafia gang members is going to be seen as a good enough excuse for watching a teenager twenty-four/seven.’ He held up a hand as Tatsu looked at him. ‘Not saying I agree. But they have Yukiko’s confession and they may think the charges Kaede will be facing are enough.’ 
 
    ‘I can try.’ Tatsu frowned. ‘Are you saying you don’t think Kaede will try again?’ 
 
    ‘No. Pretty sure she will. I just wanted to be sure of your reasoning. The question is: when?’ 
 
    ‘Not sure. I’m a little surprised she’s held off for this long.’ 
 
    ‘All that iaijutsu is supposed to build willpower.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a point. And she’ll want a big target. There are no VIPs left among the Funabashi gang and there aren’t many big groups of survivors she can hit. Maybe I don’t need to watch her. Maybe I need to watch them.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘There are only three major groupings of ex-Funabashi gangsters,’ Tatsu said. She had a virtual map display up for Superintendent Hisakawa to look at, and three flashing dots appeared on it. Two were down in the docks; the third was up in the Kamagaya area. ‘She’s going to hit one of them.’ 
 
    ‘You seem very positive that Kaede Shiratori is the killer,’ Hisakawa said. 
 
    ‘I am. Her mother’s lying.’ 
 
    ‘But Sakurada Gate refused your request for surveillance.’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It’s all politics and public opinion over there, Superintendent. You know that. They don’t want it getting out that we’re watching a teenager who’s just about to lose her second mother. Not that she’ll be a teenager much longer, though I doubt the news channels would mention that. This way, we’re watching the remnants of a gang who may be violent. Who have been violent very recently.’ 
 
    ‘That is where my problem lies. We are already watching a lot of these people. We have too much resource deployed to spare equipment for specifically watching three locations which are, frankly, of lower priority than the Shiroi and Huádōng areas.’ 
 
    ‘Things are quiet. They’re all licking their wounds and getting ready to fight over the Funabashi territory. My evaluation says that those three locations are going to attract the attention of the Shiroi and Huádōng groups anyway. Concentrating on them would probably be a good way of heading off major incidents.’ 
 
    Hisakawa frowned. ‘That’s not what the analysts say, but… A week. You’ve got a week. I’ll reassign some patrol routes until Sunday morning. If she hasn’t done anything by then, you’ll have to wait for her to mess up in some other way.’ 
 
    It was not really a week, but Tatsu was not going to complain too much about that. ‘She’ll snap before Sunday. Thank you, Superintendent.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t thank me too much. If Sakurada Gate catches wind of why we’re really doing this, I’ll throw you under the bus.’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘Seems fair.’ 
 
    17th September. 
 
    It took until Thursday morning for Tatsu’s plan to pay off, though not in the way she had wanted. At four in the morning, she found herself in combat gear working through a supposedly disused apartment building in Kamagaya. Mostly, she was stepping over bodies, but there were still a few people in the building with some fight in them, and Tatsu and a riot squad were working on changing that. 
 
    Superintendent Hisakawa was talking in Tatsu’s head while she worked. ‘Sakurada Gate will probably stop believing this is related to the Shiratori case now. You were right about the Shiroi gang attempting to clean up in Funabashi.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try not to let my success go to my head.’ Heat signatures appeared around a corner in the corridor Tatsu was on – definitely one, maybe two. She could just see them through the thin walls. ‘Excuse me for a moment, Superintendent.’ Rather deliberately, she put her foot down hard on her next step. 
 
    Two men with shotguns burst out ready to fire, but Tatsu was already shooting. Needles sprayed across the hallway in an arc and both men went down, one of them managing to blow a hole in the ceiling as he fell. Tatsu walked over and checked their pulses. The first she had hit was alive, but barely. The second was bleeding from about five new holes, but the projectiles seemed to have missed his major organs; he was just unconscious. 
 
    ‘Are you okay, Sergeant?’ Hisakawa asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. Two Shiroi goons aren’t. This was stupid of them. Too big. I think they’ll get more subtle from now on. Maybe even try to recruit the remnants.’ 
 
    ‘Personally, I can live with that.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded and signalled for a paramedic team to come up to the fourth floor. ‘Yes, I suppose I can too.’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The building had been originally constructed as a short-occupancy hotel for ship crews. Sailors sometimes needed a place to stay for a few nights before they shipped out again. Of course, that had been before the docks basically closed down. So, the place had been sold and refitted for a different kind of short-occupancy hotel. It had become more of a ‘no-tell motel’ than a love hotel; love had more or less nothing to do with the activities carried out there. But even that had failed and, after a brief stint as a full-on brothel, the hotel had closed to customers. 
 
    The Funabashi gang had run the brothel. They had left the place neglected since abandoning it, but it was structurally sound, and the power still worked, even if connecting it back into the grid was illegal since no one was paying the bill. It still had a water supply and sewerage outlet. Even the security system still operated. It was a good choice for a group of surviving Funabashi mafia to hole up in once suitable – if makeshift – fortifications had been put in place. 
 
    Of course, the problem with using a hotel as a base of operations was that it was very difficult to secure every way in. They had barricades in the foyer, always manned by at least two people, and there was a guard on the rear door. But there was a fire escape up the rear wall and they were relying on the building’s security system to detect anyone coming in through any of the fire doors. Similarly, there was an access door onto the roof that was only protected by a sensor which detected it opening. Up there, no one had even thought to install a camera covering the stairs down to the top floor. The emergency staircase was only covered by a camera on the ground floor. 
 
    It took her all of a minute to bypass the sensor on the rooftop door. She sent her one surviving drone in ahead of her, watching the feed from its camera on the inside of her helmet as it floated down the stairwell for a couple of levels to make sure she would not be observed before she wanted to be. Then she drew the sword at her hip and set off into the old hotel with murder on her mind. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    ‘I just got off,’ Sachiko said from a call window in Tatsu’s sensorium. ‘Want to hang out?’ 
 
    ‘You mean bang,’ Tatsu replied. 
 
    ‘Well, I– We could go grab something to eat. Or watch a vid and snuggle. Or… something.’ 
 
    Tatsu grinned. ‘Snuggle. Right. I–’ 
 
    Alert! Shots fired at watch location Makuharicho 1. No intruder detected. Alert! 
 
    ‘Something up?’ Sachiko asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ Tatsu grabbed her pistol from her desk and started for the door of her apartment. ‘You’re going to have to wait for tomorrow night. Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘When duty calls, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me when I say I’d rather be snuggling with you.’ 
 
    ‘Who in their right mind would not?’ 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A 12-gauge shotgun slug slammed into her side just over the bottom of her ribcage and her suit instantly hardened to absorb the damage. It was the third and it added another bruise to her collection; the suit was good at stopping bullets, but the impacts still stung. So far, none of the soft-tissue damage was impairing her performance. 
 
    Turning, she slashed the gunman across his right bicep. His arm dropped to the floor, followed by his shotgun and then his body. She made sure of the kill by stabbing him through the right eye, and then she turned to the door of the gaudily decorated room, seeking her next victim. She had already cleared the top floor, but there were so many more of them to eliminate. It was like cutting down wheat. 
 
    Another slug whistled past her head as she walked out and she began running, her sword held low for an upward slash. The shooter was at the other end of the corridor, but she charged in with little care for her safety, confident in her armour. She would slash his stomach and he would die in agony. A thin, malicious grin stretched her lips. She was doing what she had always been meant to do, and she loved it. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Tatsu barrelled into the lobby through the main entrance and was immediately met by a hail of shotgun pellets. Only five of the dozens of lead balls actually managed to hit her and they did not even slow her down, but they did make her annoyed. 
 
    ‘I’m here to help, idiot! Stop shooting–’ 
 
    This time he managed to get more of the tiny slugs to hit. Her damage-control system counted nine impacts. A baton round accelerated out of her pistol and slammed into his chest. It tossed him two metres backward and into the wall behind him with a crash, and he did not get up after falling to the worn carpet. A second man emerged from a door on the left, probably something to do with reception, maybe a manager’s office. This one had an assault rifle. Tatsu blasted him back through the door he had just come through and headed for the corridor at the back of the lobby. If she was lucky, they were both unconscious, but there was no time right now for checking. 
 
    In the core of the building, there was an elevator and an open staircase. Tatsu hit the stairs, taking them three at a time. There were six floors, each with two flights of stairs and a landing between them. There was also the sound of gunfire coming down the stairwell, which was generally a bad sign. Still, she encountered no one until she was climbing to the fourth floor, and then the people she encountered were not going to stop her. Three bodies lay on the landing between floors, all of them looking like they were victims of a rapid-fire coilgun attack. One of Kaede’s robots was up here or had been. Tatsu rounded the corner, leading with her pistol. 
 
    A spray of needles erupted from the hovering bot; the thing had been waiting, covering the stairwell. Only one of the projectiles actually hit home and Tatsu ignored it as she returned fire. Three rounds rocketed out from her pistol, and the robot attempted to slide to the side to avoid her aim. It failed, but Tatsu still had baton rounds loaded. There was a horrendous whine as the robot’s fans tried to compensate for the sudden transfer of kinetic energy, and the machine slammed into the wall across the corridor before dropping out of the air. Its motors were still whining, however, and Tatsu ducked out of sight behind the staircase to change magazines. 
 
    The bot was floating again by the time she popped back out. It opened fire immediately, scoring a couple of hits which failed to penetrate Tatsu’s body armour. They also failed to throw her aim off. The tiny missile she fired hit home and exploded, driving superheated plasma through the robot’s shell. It disintegrated, and the shaped blast went on to burn a hole through the wall behind it. Smouldering, semi-liquid plastic and cybernetic components rained down on the thin, burgundy carpet. The smell was unpleasant to say the least, and possibly somewhat toxic. Tatsu avoided the puddles as she ran out into the corridor and began searching for the bot’s owner. 
 
    There was no stealth-armoured assassin to be found as she checked the rooms along one side. She did find a few Funabashi mafiosi hiding behind the meagre furniture. Most of them knew her and refrained from firing at her. One even yelled for her to help. One fired wildly at her as she slammed the door of his room in. Not a single bullet hit home, and she ducked back out, ignoring him as she had done the one who had asked her to help. 
 
    It was as she was backtracking to check the other end of the floor that she found out where Kaede was. As she passed the stairwell, avoiding the cooling pools of molten plastic, she caught something in her peripheral vision and threw up her left arm. Warning indicators flashed in her sensorium as the sword bit deep, cutting through fake flesh, artificial muscle, and even the hardened metal of her skeleton. She fell, bouncing off the corridor wall before she found herself down on the carpet. Her sensorium was a confusing rush of damage messages and she had to struggle to get everything under control. 
 
    She heard the sword moving closer. It was humming. A sonic blade. Kaede had a sonic blade on her katana, a design made for defeating armour, and Tatsu’s limbs were not as protected as the rest of her body. She pushed up onto all fours – all threes really – and then rolled away from the noise, grabbing her fallen pistol as she went. The sonic whine of the katana changed as it was swung, but it did not hit home again, and Tatsu rolled out and up onto her feet, turning to look at the black-clad figure. 
 
    ‘Good hit,’ Tatsu said. ‘It’s going to take my mechanic a while to repair the damage.’ Kaede said nothing in reply, so Tatsu went on, retreating a step as she did so. ‘Don’t make me shoot you. You won’t survive a hit from one of these rounds, fancy armour or no.’ 
 
    Again, there was no reply. Kaede advanced a couple of steps, stalking her prey. The sword’s tip never deviated from where it was pointing: right at Tatsu’s eyes. 
 
    ‘Don’t you think you’ve done enough, Kaede?’ Tatsu asked. ‘The Funabashi gang are finished. All the people responsible for your parents’ deaths are gone. You’re killing now because you like it. You’re making excuses to do it. Why would you even kill an old Chinese guy when what you want is the mafiosi?’ 
 
    ‘Pan was trying to stop the war,’ Kaede replied. ‘The war was meant to end them, but there are always more of them. Always.’ 
 
    ‘And your mother? Is it right that she’s taking the blame for your crimes?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not my mother,’ Kaede snapped. Her face was invisible thanks to the helmet, but there was genuine anger in her voice. ‘She took me in, but she never did anything to punish Zima for what he did. Now she’s paying for her lack of action.’ 
 
    Tatsu stepped back again. ‘So, you decided to punish Zima yourself.’ 
 
    Kaede closed the distance once more. ‘Letting him touch me like that was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but exploiting his weakness was the easiest way to get to him. I thought I needed subterfuge back then, so I arranged to be invited into his apartment. I let them do what they wanted, and then I killed them both. They died as they lived, in perversion.’ 
 
    Another backward step. ‘And the cards? I’ve never understood the cards. Why did you pick that ideogram?’ 
 
    There was a slight falter in Kaede’s next step and her voice, when it came, was hesitant. ‘I… like dragons.’ 
 
    Tatsu laughed. ‘It was a mistake. I’d never have been called in on this case if you hadn’t used that symbol. The same character that I use for my name.’ 
 
    Kaede’s voice hardened. ‘It wasn’t a mistake. You won’t be around to use it for much longer.’ Her sword rose, preparing for an overhead, downward slash, straight at Tatsu’s head. She began a long step forward to bring herself in range, and Tatsu raised her pistol, firing from the hip. At this range, there was no chance of it missing. The slug hit Kaede in the chest and exploded. Tatsu barely felt the backwash from the detonation, but fragments of the casing lodged in her skin. Kaede fared far worse as a jet of plasma burned through her body like a blowtorch. Her step turned into a forward tumble. The sword fell, the humming stopping as it left her hands. She was dead before she joined it on the carpet and there was no chance that medical science might bring her back. 
 
    Tatsu gritted her teeth as the pain indicators from her arm reasserted themselves now that there was no longer immediate danger. Her software was telling her that the building was surrounded and that police officers were entering on the ground floor. They were late. Too late. 
 
    Looking down at the body at her feet, Tatsu shook her head. ‘What a waste,’ she said, and then she set off to meet the cops coming up the stairs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Tokyo, Japan, 19th September 2099. 
 
    The sky was heavily overcast but the temperature was close to twenty-five and the humidity was oppressive. September in Tokyo had always been wet. This year, the rain had not been too bad so far, but there was no way that was going to last. Tatsu looked up at the sky, half expecting heavy raindrops to begin falling at any moment. 
 
    The oppressive nature of the weather seemed to fit with the occasion. She was waiting with Nakano outside Sakurada Gate. Any moment, Yukiko Shiratori would be emerging from the building. The yakuza boss was being released pending charges relating to aiding and abetting a known criminal, though the word was that it would be bargained down to something like ‘wasting police time’ and she would escape without further prison time. Shiratori knew what had happened to her daughter. She had been very stoic on the matter to date. 
 
    ‘Are you getting that fixed sometime soon?’ Nakano asked. 
 
    Tatsu turned her head to look at him, wondering what he meant, and then she realised he meant her arm. Her left arm was hanging over her chest in a sling, still largely immobile after Kaede’s cut. ‘Waiting on parts. It’s only been a day and the whole arm needs replacing. It’s going to be a whole big deal. Strip back the skin, make the replacement, cover and blend the new skin into the old. I’m not in much of a hurry, though doing everything with one hand is getting old fast.’ 
 
    ‘Huh, yeah. I had to have my arm in a sling for three weeks a couple of years ago. I could still hold things, but it was still a pain.’ 
 
    ‘I bet they actually gave you time off to recover.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Yes, they did.’ 
 
    Tatsu flashed him a grin. ‘When you’re a cyborg, you’re just expected to soldier on.’ The grin faded. ‘Here she comes.’ 
 
    Shiratori had four bodyguards when she walked out through the main doors of the police HQ. She was dressed in a black skirt-suit with opaque, dark-grey hose under it despite the heat; she was, in effect, dressed for a funeral. Her eyes were downcast, it seemed, and yet she spotted Tatsu and Nakano almost immediately, redirecting her guardians to take her closer. 
 
    ‘Detectives,’ Shiratori said once she was close enough that she could speak quietly. ‘Are you here to gloat over your victory?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t want to kill her, Shiratori,’ Tatsu said. ‘I wanted her alive. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life in a cell.’ 
 
    ‘You killed my daughter, Yamada. You shot her down in cold–’ 
 
    ‘The blood was at least very warm. She was swinging a sonic katana at my head.’ 
 
    ‘You are an armoured cyborg.’ 
 
    ‘And, as the state of my arm indicates, her weapon was quite capable of damaging me. But that isn’t the point. She was ready to kill or be killed. She had no intention of being arrested and she forced my hand.’ 
 
    Shiratori gave Tatsu a shallow, malicious smile. ‘Tell yourself whatever you need to to sleep at night, Sergeant. I will never forget what you have done.’ 
 
    Tatsu sighed. ‘Okay. That was expected. To be clear, however… If you send people after me, I’ll send them back in body bags. If you try to punish me through my friends, I will take your organisation apart, piece by piece, leaving only ashes in my wake. You can be angry with me all you like, if it helps you sleep at night, but I’ll meet action with action, and you don’t want that.’ 
 
    Shiratori stared at Tatsu for several seconds but trying to outstare a cyborg is a pointless activity. Without another word, she turned and strode away toward a waiting private car. 
 
    ‘Do you think she will come after you?’ Nakano asked. 
 
    ‘Honestly, I’m not sure. She’s an intelligent woman. I think she knows that direct action isn’t going to work.’ 
 
    ‘What about indirect action?’ 
 
    ‘Mm. It’ll be interesting to see what she comes up with.’ 
 
    The City, 22nd September. 
 
    It was simply known to most as ‘the City.’ Sitting twenty kilometres to the north-west of the current boundary of Tokyo, it occupied the general area of Maebashi, Takasaki, and Isesaki; over a thousand square kilometres of shining, windowless skyscrapers and mostly empty streets. It was not a place people visited often. Educational trips were organised for children, and that was often the only time you went into the City in your lifetime. 
 
    For the two Nakanos and Sachiko, it was their second ever visit. Tatsu had been there on several occasions. The conveyor they were using carried them smoothly through the streets with Mika staring out of the window with obvious interest while her brother and Sachiko tried to look more casual about it. It was a little like visiting a shrine which also happened to be a major tourist attraction. The City was where Izanami lived. The City was, in many ways, the heart and soul of modern Japan. 
 
    ‘And you just know Izanami?’ Nakano asked. 
 
    ‘Izanami designed this body,’ Tatsu replied. ‘She led the project which created me and the others on my team during the war. In the end, this chassis proved too expensive for general use, even in the military, so there were never any more built. In a way, then, you could consider the project a failure. But that doesn’t stop her taking an interest in what I’m doing. Frankly, she’s a nag. It’s like having a doting grandmother intent on pressing for the arrival of grandchildren.’ 
 
    Nakano looked vaguely horrified at the analogy. ‘And she decided to replace your arm personally because of this?’ 
 
    Tatsu shrugged. ‘Actually, she says she’s going to replace the whole chassis, and that’s why I thought it might be good for Mika to come along. She won’t get to see the whole operation, but she’ll get a good idea of what a total cyborg’s physical life is like. You’ll get to see your, um, living conditions, Mika.’ 
 
    ‘And that’s why I’m here,’ Sachiko said. ‘I get to see what the “real” you is like.’ 
 
    Tatsu nodded. ‘We’re getting pretty serious about things. This is your last chance to back out. You’ll get to see what’s under the highly realistic skin. I don’t really think you think of me as anything other than human and this… Let’s call it shock treatment.’ 
 
    ‘I think it’ll be interesting,’ Mika said. ‘You’re right, it will be informative to see what I’m going to go through if I make the change. I mean, I know what will happen if I don’t, but maybe I won’t be able to cope with being a brain in a robot once I see it.’ 
 
    ‘Some people can’t,’ Tatsu admitted. ‘Personally, I don’t think you’ll have a problem, but you never know.’ 
 
    ‘Mm.’ Mika returned her gaze to the skyscrapers outside. Some of the effect was lost on a day when the sky was a mass of cloud and frequent showers blasted down from above. But the water made everything shimmer a little and did not detract from the massive, white-clad, windowless structures which towered over them. ‘And all of this is really Izanami.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Izanami isn’t this any more than you are a collection of skin, bones, and organs. All the buildings house massive computers. Izanami is the software that runs on that cluster. Except, she’s not really that either. She’s…’ 
 
    ‘Unique,’ Sachiko supplied. ‘Just as we all are.’ 
 
    ‘Very philosophical.’ 
 
    Sachiko shrugged. ‘I try.’ 
 
    The conveyor pulled off the road toward a large shutter-door in the side of one of the buildings. That rolled up ahead of them, lights began to switch on as they approached, and the shutter rolled down again once the vehicle was inside. The tunnel opened out suddenly into a large, white room which looked like some sort of space-age laboratory, and the conveyor came to a stop, its doors opening. Tatsu was first out with Sachiko behind her. Then Tatsu helped Nakano to lift Mika’s chair out. 
 
    And then Izanami appeared. Something like a cloud of dust emerged from an opening in the ceiling, rapidly descending until the bottom of it touched the floor and there was a column of silvery particles visible. Then the column lit up, projecting an image of the AI’s avatar as though Izanami was standing there in all her glory. ‘Welcome to the inside of my brain,’ she said, smiling. ‘I must admit I was surprised to hear that Tatsu wished others to witness this procedure, but I am glad to have you here. It’s always nice to meet new people.’ 
 
    Three people spent a second or so gawking. Nakano broke free first. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘In awe of the great artificial intelligence, Sergeant Nakano?’ 
 
    ‘I– Well, yes.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t see Tatsu acting starstruck around me.’ 
 
    ‘To be fair,’ Tatsu said, ‘they’ve only ever heard of you as the brilliant AI who revolutionised modern science and technology. Nakano, for example, doesn’t have you dropping in to micromanage his love life on a Sunday evening.’ 
 
    ‘She does that?!’ Sachiko squeaked. 
 
    ‘Not that often,’ Izanami countered. ‘Not every Sunday. Shall we get on with the dramatic reveals?’ 
 
    Tatsu smirked. ‘Please do.’ The column containing Izanami’s projection moved further into the room while her image appeared to walk at just the right pace. ‘Why are you using that instead of projecting yourself into our sensoria?’ Tatsu asked. 
 
    ‘This is a little easier than managing four models of myself in different heads, and I get to show off my nanoswarm technology.’ Tatsu rolled her eyes. ‘Now, on to the main show.’ 
 
    The room was fairly blank. White walls which looked as though they had been scrubbed to total sterility. Light came from overhead LED panels. Even the floor was a glossy white. Within the room were three things. One was a small table with a data chip sitting on it. The second was a cylindrical something or other wrapped in a white curtain. And there was a large, white tank, the purpose of which was currently unknown. Izanami moved to the cloth-wrapped cylinder. 
 
    ‘When Tatsu requested a replacement arm having broken the last one,’ Izanami said. ‘This would not be the first replacement, I might add. She treats her equipment very poorly.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t needed a replacement limb since leaving the army,’ Tatsu said, sounding grouchy. 
 
    Izanami ignored her. ‘Since she needed a new arm and I have some new technology which needs testing, I decided it was time for her to upgrade her whole chassis.’ She raised an arm to the cylinder, the column she was in flowing out to give her projected limb room to move. The curtain fell away to reveal a transparent cylinder mounted atop an opaque one, and a figure standing within. 
 
    If you squinted, you could tell it was probably Tatsu. The bone structure was there, formed of silvery-grey metal. There were bundles of muscle fibres laid out and attached to the bones, but they were grey instead of red, and clearly artificial. The rib cage was a solid sheet of metal rather than an actual cage, and various pieces of armoured technology could be seen in the space where a human would have abdominal organs. The most noticeably different part was the head. The face was there, minus the skin, of course, and the eyes were in place in their sockets. But that was a sort of façade; there was an empty space where the skull and brain should be. 
 
    ‘Let’s call this the mark three Tatsu Yamada,’ Izanami said. ‘The first of its type. A fully self-repairing cybernetic chassis. The skeleton is composed of a nanobot-infused metal which will repair damage to the structural members. Nanobots can also repair all the non-organic components within. This machine can heal itself, not unlike a human body, though rather more swiftly and effectively. Actually severing a limb would require replacement, but short of that, this body can operate without a mechanic for extended periods.’ 
 
    ‘Pauletta’s not going to like that,’ Tatsu commented. 
 
    ‘You’ll need yearly check-ups, and prior to the first of those, I would like Pauletta to run monthly diagnostic tests to be sure everything is operating correctly. This is not exactly a prototype, but it is the first production unit. I want any problems picked up and corrected before I roll this out for general consumption. The chip on the table has the necessary software and production specifications to carry out those checks. Don’t forget it.’ 
 
    ‘I know I should be noticing the missing brain and the space where most of her guts should be,’ Sachiko said, ‘but she just doesn’t look right without breasts.’ 
 
    Izanami covered her mouth with a hand to hide a giggle. ‘Those will be added during the skinning process. They, and the stomach cavity, are mostly padding. We use a silicon-based gel to give a realistic feel. Miss Nakano? I understand Tatsu asked you here because you may be electing to go through the same process. Have you any questions?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Mika said, frowning, ‘I suppose I want to know about the brain. It’s separate from the body?’ 
 
    ‘To make things like this possible,’ Tatsu said. ‘If you want to upgrade to a new chassis, it’s a lot easier if you’re not messing around with flesh. When you go total cyborg, they put your brain in an armoured case. When you change to a new chassis, it’s just a question of swapping cables and plumbing, and latching the case into the new base.’ 
 
    ‘Much easier and safer,’ Izanami said. ‘There is always some danger to transplanting a brain into its case. Swapping to a new chassis is as safe as… swapping out the processor in a computer. You’ll see. That part will be done in the open.’ 
 
    ‘Some of it won’t?’ Mika asked. 
 
    ‘Yes. The initial part will be handled in the tank here.’ She pointed at the large, rectangular tank with its opaque walls. ‘Even if it’s all artificial, watching someone’s flesh being dissolved by nanomachines is not an especially pleasant sight. We’ll do that behind the curtain, so to speak.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of which,’ Tatsu said, starting to take off her clothes, ‘I think we can get this started. I’m sure you can answer any questions anyone has while I’m out.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I can, yes.’ 
 
    Somewhat to Sachiko’s disappointment and Nakano’s relief, Tatsu walked around to the back of the tank to continue undressing. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t it hurt?’ Mika asked. ‘Having your skin stripped away, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘She can turn off her skin receptors,’ Izanami replied. ‘The main problem with this procedure is the claustrophobia. There’s a period where she can’t interact at all with the outside world. All of her senses are cut off entirely and she can’t move. Some people panic. Of course, they can’t do anything to harm themselves, but it can cause issues when they’re reconnected, and some develop psychological problems if it takes too long.’ 
 
    It only took a few minutes for the stripping process to happen. Then a robotic arm extended down from the ceiling, dipping into the tank and returning a minute or so later with what was obviously Tatsu’s brain case. It was a metallic, brain-shaped lump containing what was, when it came down to it, the real Tatsu Yamada. On its underside were a couple of connectors, currently without anything connected to them. Two smaller ones dimpled the front of the case. 
 
    ‘The underside connectors handle the main data feeds from the body,’ Izanami explained, ‘and the support feeds. Oxygen and nutrients in, waste and carbon dioxide out. The two connectors at the front are the feeds from the eyes.’ 
 
    The arm lifted the brain case across to the new body. Smaller manipulators lifted cables out of the chassis and began locking them in place. 
 
    ‘And that’s what I’d be,’ Mika said. ‘A brain in a metal case.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Izanami replied. ‘Though I’d argue that what you are now is a brain in a bony case. Your chassis is organic instead of synthetic. What is you moves on into a cybernetic state.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that’s true…’ 
 
    With the connectors locked in, the case was locked into the chassis and, for the first time, Tatsu looked almost complete. ‘Now for the messy part,’ Izanami said, and several metal limbs extended up from the base of the cylinder dragging hoses with them. Almost immediately, they began spraying semi-transparent gelatinous material over various parts of the skeletal frame. There was little wastage, but some of it did end up glued to the cylinder walls, dribbling down before setting into streaks. Sachiko began giggling. ‘It is a little funny,’ Izanami admitted. 
 
    ‘It looks like something out of a hentai,’ Sachiko said. ‘It’s even got tentacles spewing the goo.’ 
 
    Mika began giggling too. ‘I have no idea what you mean, of course,’ she said, ‘but you’re right.’ Her brother’s cheeks coloured, probably at the thought of his sister watching hentai. ‘How does it know what shape it’s supposed to be?’ Mika asked. 
 
    ‘Nanomachines,’ Izanami replied. ‘The answer is always nanomachines. Except when it’s not. The gel contains nanobots which collectively know how they’re supposed to form up.’ 
 
    ‘So I see,’ Sachiko said. Two of the sprayers were pouring large quantities of goo out over Tatsu’s chest and, against what one might expect given gravity and physics in general, breasts were forming. Sachiko started giggling harder. 
 
    She just about had herself under control when the colour of the goo changed, and it was apparent that the skin was now being formed. Once the skull was covered, another arm extended from above and began pressing hair into place, rapidly forming Tatsu’s usual style. It took about five minutes before they were all looking at a stark-naked cyborg who looked far too real and detailed for Nakano. He turned his back. 
 
    The arms withdrew and the cylinder was lifted upward into the ceiling. Tatsu opened her eyes, looked around as though checking that everything was working, and then stepped down from the platform. ‘Anyone would think he’s never seen a naked woman before,’ she said. 
 
    ‘He’s being a gentleman,’ Mika replied. 
 
    ‘Mm. So, what did you think? Has this scared you off? Either of you?’ 
 
    ‘Not me,’ Sachiko said. ‘I don’t really care what’s under that skin. Except for the part in the brain case. That’s important too.’ 
 
    ‘Good so far. Mika?’ 
 
    ‘I think… I think I’m ready to do it. It’s a little scary, but the alternative is scarier, and that… That wasn’t as bad as I thought it might be.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Izanami said. ‘I’m so glad that you’re willing to choose life over a silly societal prejudice.’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Nakano said in a voice so low it was obviously not meant to be heard. 
 
    ‘Since you have decided to go through with it,’ Izanami went on, ‘would you like one of these chassis?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Mika asked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly the same. A more commercial model with less armour, but the same self-repair systems. Frankly, Tatsu needs it far more than you do, but it would be a service to me to give a more civilian view of the operability of the new system. Two testers are better than one.’ 
 
    Nakano forgot the naked Tatsu for long enough to turn around. ‘You’d do that? It would be safe?’ 
 
    ‘I would do that, and it would be safe. This is more like customer testing than beta testing. I want to be sure the technology holds up in real-life situations, including the stress Tatsu will undoubtedly put it through.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone would think I tried to get damaged,’ Tatsu muttered. 
 
    ‘But more normal use would also be informative. And Mika is a first-time user who will likely give opinions Tatsu, more used to the circumstances, would not.’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to do it,’ Mika said, her eyes shining. ‘I’d love to help Izanami develop a new technology. That’s like… I don’t know, but it’s good. It’s exciting.’ 
 
    Tatsu turned, starting for the ‘backstage’ area where she had left her clothes. Nakano remembered she was naked and quickly turned his back. ‘You say that now, Mika,’ Tatsu said, ‘but just you wait until she’s turning up on Sundays to grill you about your social life.’ 
 
    ‘I am not that bad!’ Izanami almost shrieked. 
 
    ‘Says you.’ 
 
    ### 
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