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	Freedom


The district reminded him of blood. 


Blood that ran in pools. And blood that sprayed in a pink mist. The blood of war. Spilled in the takedown of AlTech. The mega-corporation that developed a mind-control chip. 


He’d fought alongside a crew of netrunners, soldiers and yakuza thugs. And they’d won. AlTech went down. Then, the Tyrell Corporation walked in. Took their business. And employed everyone from the group that called themselves The Phantoms.


He worked a security detail for them. And it was boring. Restless and uneasy. The city was changing. Since AlTech, more corporations have moved in. The yakuza gangs reshaped. The city went back to being the dangerous place it was before. But that meant work. For a mercenary like him? Plenty of work. If he didn’t have a security assignment for the Tyrell Corporation. 


He walked along the main plaza of the Chiba City business district. Remembering their attack on the AlTech HQ. And knowing that he wanted to feel that again. The danger. The fight. He was a soldier. Not a security officer.


He’d asked for a meeting with their boss. Melissa Crosby. She was about to move on to bigger things. Or so he’d heard. That didn’t bother him. She could do what she liked. Once she released him from his contract with Tyrell. 


He arrived at the Tyrell Asian HQ. It was huge. The towers disappeared into the grey slab of the Chiba sky. Smoked glass and shiny Ferrosteel. He entered the reception area. Walked up to the desk. 


—Riku Kimura for Miss Crosby.


The AI assistant on the holoscreen scrolled through a list of names, found Melissa’s and selected it. Moments later, her voice crystallised, but she said:


—Hi Riku, come on up.


He heard a lift door hiss open behind him. He walked over and got it. The door closed with another hiss. And he felt the slightest movement as the lift raced through floors. He had no idea how many. 


It came to a graceful stop as the doors opened. He stepped out into a corridor that reeked of corporate wealth. Synth-timber doors and frames. The good stuff, not the cheap knockoffs you got all over the city. Floor to ceiling glass partitions. Adorned with the Tyrell logo. An italicised Tyrell in a large font. With ‘Corporation’ underneath it. White on a dark blue background. 


He walked along the corridor. Feeling out of place. His black combat trousers and olive green combat jacket looked drab. Or so his reflection in all that glass showed. 


He found a door with her name on it. Knocked, she called for him to enter. He walked in. His office was the same as the corridor. Synth-wood and shiny black. Huge windows look over the business district. Melissa was sitting behind a glass-topped table. A large Hosaka and screen to her left. And a synth-leather case with a notepad in front of her. She was wearing her typical close-fitting tailored business suit. It showed off her figure. Her blonde hair tied back in a tight ponytail. 


—Riku! Great to see you.


—Hi, Melissa.


How goes it in the world of security?


—Shit. I don’t like it, and I want out.


She flinched. Sat back in her chair. 


—Oh? Why seems sudden?


—It’s not sudden to me. I didn’t like it from day one. Stayed because I needed work.


She stood. Walked to the window. Stared out. Said nothing for a long moment. 


—You have a new role?


—Nope.


—What will you do?


—Up to me. Go freelance like I was before, I guess. 


She turned. Held him in a gaze.


—Why not stay until you’ve got something—


—No, I’m leaving. Today.


—You have a contract—


—Don’t much care. I’ve heard you are moving on. Is that true?


She turned back to the window. 


—Where did you hear that?


—Head of Security. I hear things. 


She nodded. Pushed a non-existent stray hair from her forehead. 


—Yes, I am moving on. But your job would be safe.


He said nothing. Stood and walked to the window next to her. 


—Doesn’t matter. I want out.


—There are rules—


—Yours. Not mine. 


She smiled. Not an unpleasant smile. She turned to him. 


—You were with Cooper for too long.


He grinned at that. Cooper, the old soldier that turned into a killing machine. when he got fitted with cyberware. He liked Cooper. 


Melissa sighed. 


—Okay, look, I can release you from your contract. If that is what you want.


—It is. Today?


—Yes, I can do it right now.


She walked back to her desk. Sat down and woke her Hosaka up. She accessed the staff records and called up Riku’s. She switched his status to ‘Departed’ and entered the date. 


—They’ll pay you want we owe you. But you are a free man now. 


—Simple as that?


—Yep.


He nodded. 


—Great, well, I’ll see you around.


—I doubt it. But good to know you.


He left the office. And headed out of the building. A free man. 


Raven


Riku headed back into the city. He walked. Felt like he wanted the exercise. The fine mist of rain didn’t bother him. Now that he was free, he decided to go for a bowl of ramen and a mug of coffee. So he could think. 


He made his way to the Nashinoki kissaten. Good coffee. And ramen, how he liked it. The location was ideal. In the district known as Night City. Ninsei Street was a popular street. Full of dive bars, restaurants and shops selling simstims and knockoff sportswear. And a noodle bar on every corner. 


He strode out. Using his powerful frame to move at a pace some people would call jogging. A lot of veterans of the corporate wars didn’t like their mil-spec augmentations. Riku did. His reflection enhancements, HUD overlays and targeting subroutines? No way would he want to be without those. 


He arrived at the kissaten. He entered through the beaded curtain. Aimed for a booth at the back. So he could watch the door. And see the street through the window. An old habit. He ordered a bowl of ramen and a mug of ground coffee. It would cost more. But he was celebrating. 


His ramen arrived smelling savoury and umami. And then his coffee. Smelling of real coffee beans. He tucked in. But not for long. 


Out on the street, there was a sudden shout. Followed by more. His head snapped up. He saw four suited and tattooed yakuza. They were surrounding a woman in tight black combat trousers, boots and a combat jacket. The rain had made her black hair wet. 


She snarled. And a razor flipped out from her fingertips. But the Yakuza closed in. Two carrying Sai, a kind of truncheon. And the other two had wakizashi swords. They closed in on her. Didn’t seem like fair odds. 


Riku was up and running. He stormed out of the kissaten. His Glock 17 came out of his waistband. His targeting augmentations kicked in. The yakuza saw him. One turned on him. Bad move. Riku’s Glock recoiled twice. A double tap. The chrome-cap bullets took the goon down. He saw out of the corner of his eye. The razorgirl was slashing and stabbing. A yakuza went down. Bleeding all over his suit. The others ran. To a nearby sedan and sped off. 


Riku watched. Glock still up. Ready. 


—Thanks. But I had it under control.


Riku turned. A flash of recognition. Raven. He knew her from the battle with AlTech. 


—Raven! How goes it? I see things haven’t changed.


She smiled. Wiping her blades on the fallen yakuza. She retracted them with a hiss. 


—Riku? Fuck. Haven’t seen you for a while. Thought you’d sold out to the corp?


—Nah, freed myself today.


She pointed at the kissaten. 


—Coffee?


He nodded. Led her to where he’d been sitting. The owners brought him a fresh bowl of ramen. He ordered more coffee. 


—Who were those guys?


—Yakuza. But not.


—What?


—Yeah. There’s a problem down here. They look like the Yakuza. Right down to the tattoos and choice of weapons. But nobody knows which gang.


—That’s weird.


She nodded. Sipping her coffee. Her deep blue eyes watched him and the room in synchronised sweeps. 


—I think it’s a corporate. Putting them out here. Trying to get into some black market action.


—Why would they do that?


—C’mon, Riku. You know how much money is in the black markets. I know one guy. All he does is sell knockoff Ono-Sendai decks. And he lives out in the Kujukuri area. He’s loaded. 


Riku nodded. 


—So what was that all about?


She grinned. 


—I’ve got a gig working for a ripperdoc. She’s a good woman. She’ll do augmentations on the cheap. For people who can’t afford them from the specialist clinics. 


—Doing what?


She grinned again.


—Protection. She gets a lot of heat from all sorts. Those goons out there? They were the latest.


—And what makes you think they were corporates?


—The doc had an attack from a similar team before. Same story. Covered in ink. But not gang markings anyone knows. 


She sipped her coffee. And then drained the mug. 


—There’s a corporate in town called MedTech. They do augmentations. But they charge a lot. I can’t prove it yet. But I think it’s them. 


—I don’t get it. Why would they—


—Think about it. If they stop the black market biz, they can add a cheap layer of their own. Or something. 


Riku nodded. Finished his ramen and drained his coffee. 


—I’m a free agent. Do you think the doc might want some extra help?


—You trying to step into my territory?


—No. It sounds like there’s room for both of us.


Raven didn’t have time to answer. Her handheld pinged. 


She glanced at the screen and frowned. 


—From the doc. She’s had a visit from some weirdo. But it frightened her. Could be a good time for you to sell your skills.


Raven was up and moving. Riku followed. He sensed a new gig coming his way. 


The Doc


Raven led them along Ninsei Street. Riku admired her pace. Her lithe limbs flowed like water. She turned onto an unnamed side road. And the clinic was there. He had never seen it before. 


A small-town story building. With a pitched roof. Designed to blend in with the other buildings on the street. Raven led them straight in. The inside followed a similar idea. Less clinic, more pleasant place for a sit down. Large skylights, synth-timber furniture and warm tones in the seat cushions. Riku decided you’d hardly notice that it was a place where people came to get cyberware fitted. 


Raven took them through a door at the back of the reception area. The lady nodded, a polite nod. She knew Raven. That was clear. Riku followed her along a pristine white corridor. She stopped outside an office. Knocked. There was a call for them to enter. 


The office was tiny. There was room for an office chair, a desk and two visitor chairs. Sitting behind the desk was a Japanese lady in her late thirties, Riku estimated. Dark hair in a bun. Soft features. A good-looking woman. 


—Riku, this is the doc. Doctor Hana Saito.


The doc stood. Held out her hand. 


—Hello, Riku. A pleasure to meet you.


—Likewise.


She gestured for them to sit. So they did. 


—What’s going on, doc?


The doc sat back. Held them both with a steady gaze. Her deep brown eyes calm. 


—I had a patient appointment. He said his name was Karl Forbes. When he arrived, he insisted on seeing me straightaway. 


She paused. Riku noticed a slight creasing of her brow. 


—I went to the reception to see him. He demanded a private space. He was aggressive. I brought him in here.


—Should have called me, doc. That’s what you pay me for.


—I know. But you were already busy.


—He said he was not allowing me to work. He came here to remind me that my business was illegal and he would close it.


Riku guessed what was coming next. 


—I told him his threats meant nothing. He couldn’t shut me down. He laughed. A horrible laugh. And said he and his team would terrify my patients and ensure they wouldn’t come back. He got up and stormed out. 


—Fuck that bastard. Raven slammed one fist into her other hand. 


—Look, Doc. Raven knows me. We met while she was busy in town. I came to offer you my help. I need work.


The doc nodded. 


—She messaged me. Said you were coming. I’m not rich, Riku. I will pay. But it will have to be—


—I’ll take what you can afford.


The doc smiled. 


—I will pay more as soon as I can. The main thing for both of you is to make sure my patients are safe. 


—Do you have any idea who he was?


—Oh yes. He was from MedTech. An enforcer. I’m certain of that.


—How do you know?


—I treat people from all walks of life. Including the yakuza. When we had some issues with thugs turning up and trying to scare my patients off? That’s when I hired Raven. She described their tattoos. I asked a friend of mine, Kazuki Tanaka, if he knew who they were. He said those identifying marks are not yakuza.


Riku pondered that for a moment. It led to an obvious question. 


—Who is Kazuki Tanaka?


—He is the oyabun of the Tanaka family. I’ve worked on many of his people. 


That was interesting. She worked with the Yakuza. They trusted her. Yet she was being threatened by the yakuza; the local boss didn’t know. Something was off. It reminded him of Kenzu and Hiro. The two yakuza bosses he worked with in the war against AlTech. 


—Can he offer you protection?


She nodded.


—He already does. Which is why we are still open for business. But my feeling is we need to go on the attack. Which is why you met Raven doing her thing today. 


—I’ve known Kazuki for ages. I have done the odd job here and there for him. Said Raven. 


Riku had an idea. 


—Doc, how about this? Don’t pay me. But do some work for me. The dermal plating in my chest is old mil-spec. And my arms have subdermal armour. But also old. Could you upgrade me?


The doc said nothing. She was impassive. Riku waited. Gave her thinking time. 


—You are a military veteran?


—I am.


—Then, yes. I would need to do a scan. But I reckon it will be possible. So, I agree to your terms.


Raven clapped her hands. 


—Right! Sorted. When doc? When can you sort him out? when you've fixed him up, we can get busy.


—Right now. That visit messed up my appointments today. So I rearranged them. 


—Let’s do it. Riku stood. The doc led them out of the office and down the corridor. She walked in through a set of double doors. Into a treatment room. Riku saw a set of Hosakas on trolleys. Trodes and robotic arms. The room had large screens and other medical paraphernalia arranged around it. 


—My gear is old. I buy it from the second-hand market. But it is all working fine. I have a Kawasaki medical unit for the surgery. My Hosaka runs diagnostic AI developed by Ono-Sendai. And I have my own years of experience.


She smiled. Sounded good enough to him. 


—What about the parts you need? Do you have… stock?


The doc walked over to a freestanding unit that looked like a laser system. She tapped it. 


—I’ll bioprint what we need based on what you already have. And I’ll use nanotech sutures so you repair fast.


Sounded great to Riku. 


—Where do you want me, Doc?


—Remove your upper layers, please. I need to do a scan first. To see what you have. Then, we can do the work. It’ll take a couple of hours. I’ll put you under.


She turned to Raven. 


—Can you stay? Help out a little?


—Sure thing, doc.


—Okay then, let’s do it.


Riku took off his jacket and shirt. Laid down on the surgical bed. The doc gowned up. And wheeled her Hosaka over. 


—Let’s begin. 


After Surgery 


Riku’s eyes snapped open. The pristine white ceiling was what he was staring at. He was bare-chested. What the hell was going on, he wondered. Then, he remembered. He was in the doc’s treatment room. She appeared above him. 


—All good, Riku?


—Yep, seems so.


He went to sit up. She pushed him back down. 


—Not yet. Let the sutures dry for a few minutes longer.


Riku was okay with that. He still felt woozy.


—Everything go alright?


—Yep, all good. Your mil-spec stuff took quite a beating. You’ve seen action, Riku.


Not a question. A statement. He nodded. 


—Yep, a bit.


The doc smiled. 


—I’d say more than a bit. Right, rest, please. I’m going to put you to sleep.


He felt a needle go in. And then it went dark. 


He wasn’t sure how long for. But when his eyes snapped open again, he felt great. The doc was there. He sensed it before he saw her. 


—Doc?


—Aha! Riku. How are you feeling?


—Better than I have for ages —


—Good. I upgraded your reflex enhancements and added a BioWare reserve. Had one left over from a. Yakuza soldier I fitted up. Figured it would be useful.


—Wow, doc.


He’d heard about the reserves. You could apply medical painkillers and coagulants to stop bleeding. 


—Sounds like I need to do plenty of work for you.


She smiled again. 


—Raven was telling me the role you played in bringing AlTech down. I was more than happy to boost your systems.


At that point, Raven came bursting in. 


—We have a problem. Incoming. Looks like the fake yakuza are paying a visit. 


Riku sat up. 


—Am I ready, Doc?


—Yes, but don’t get injured.


He nodded. He had no intention of doing that. Pulled his shirt and jacket on and ran after Raven.


Found her in the reception area. She was scanning hard up the street. He noticed a sedan parked across the road. 


He walked over. Yanked the door open. There was a big guy behind the wheel. Huge, in fact. Tattoos and a smart suit. 


—Get out.


—Fuck off. I would walk away.


—Get out. Now.


The guy climbed out from behind the wheel. He was huge. Ruku backed away. Keeping an arms length away. 


—Yeah? What do you want?


—No parking outside the clinic.


The guy laughed. 


—Nice try. 


He stepped forward. Which is what Riku wanted. His cobra came out. He pressed the button on the handle. The telescopic section extended. The heavy end shot out. A solid steel weight. He swung it in a vicious arc. 


The big guy was big. And slow. He had no chance. He tried to move. The wrong way. He stepped into the arc. The cobra connected with the side of his head. It snapped his neck over to his other shoulder. 


Riku watched with surprise. 


Raven came up behind him. 


—Yeah, the doc boosted your arm strength when she upgraded your reflexes. 


She laughed. And kicked the fallen fake yakuza. 


—He was a spotter. Kazuki says there are more coming. He’s coming over with his team. 


—They are going to attack the clinic?


Raven shrugged. 


—Dunno. They might try. But loads of Kazuki’s guys have got augs like yours. 


Her head snapped around. Three sedans came screaming down the street. Threw fast J-turns and came to a stop. More tattooed, suited yakuza lookalikes jumped out. 


Raven moved so fast, Riku had little time to notice. She was next to him and then a yard away from the nearest goon. Her blades came out. She slashed his throat. One movement. He stayed standing. And bled all down the front of his suit. 


Riku drew his Glock. And got another treat from the doc. His targeting now had a reticle. Where he looked. The reticle adjusted and gave him a perfect sighting. He let rip. The Glock recoiled in his hand. 


A smaller guy got out of the back of one sedan. Held his hands up. Gestured for his guys to stop. He had white blonde hair. Slicked back. He was thin. Riku decided he looked like a screaming skull. 


—You two are good. I’ll give you that. But you are wasting your time. I have hundreds of loyal soldiers like these. You are fighting a war you cannot win.


—Fuck off. Raven kept it simple. 


The man smiled. 


—I am Karl Forbes. You may have heard of me. You may not have. I don’t care. Here’s the thing. This illegal clinic will close. 


—No, it won’t.


Riku watched. His reticle was on the guy. He could drop him. Easy.


—Oh, it will. You can stab my men. You can shoot them. But as I said, I have many more. All willing to sacrifice—


—Oh, do shut the fuck up. You are boring, said Raven. 


Forbes shrugged. And flinched. A jeep came roaring down the street. Proper yakuza leapt out. SMGs up and ready. Raven waved her hand. 


Forbes smiled. 


—I see you have your own little army. Wonderful. I like a good war. 


He climbed back into the car. It pulled away, swerving around the jeep. Raven walked over to the goon Riku had downed. She stabbed him in the throat. Held her blade there while he kicked and choked. Then went still. 


—Fuck him. One less.


She wiped her blade on his jacket. Walked over to the yakuza. Riku noticed the oyabun straightaway. Couldn’t miss him. A bald head, goatee beard, and detailed tattoos decorated him. He was wearing a white singlet and black combat trousers with boots. 


—Well, Raven. We need creds. You need a team here all the time. 


His voice. He sounded like an ancient beast with a sore throat, Riku thought. 


—I’ll sort it. Can you put a team in anyway? I’ll need a couple of hours.


He slapped her on the back. A friendly gesture. 


—For you? Yeah. But make it quick. Time is money.


He turned to Riku. 


—You Riku?


Riku walked over. 


—Yep, that’s me.


Kazuki stuck out his hand. Riku shook it. 


—Brother. I heard about you. From Kenzu and Hiro. Fallen heroes. You on board with the doc and Raven?


—I am.


He chuckled. It sounded like a container ship in the port trying to start its tug engines. 


—Good. Then, these corporate fuckers are going to suffer.


—Kazuki, may I call you—


—Of course. You have earned the right.


—Ah, thanks. Do you know for sure this is the work of MedTech?


He shook his head. 


—Not sure. But sure enough. We need intel.


—Yeah, Riku’s with me. I know the person we need, said Raven. 


Amy


Raven led them back to Ninsei Street and then set off at a pace that Riku had admired before. Her long limbs were like smooth turbines. 


She stopped at the intersection with a small alleyway. Looked around and then walked down. She banged twice on the steel door. After a moment, it swung open. 


A young lady in a baggy t-shirt and black skirt stood there. Her crimped blonde hair hung loose. Her deep blue eyes were watchful and alert. 


—Riku? This is my girl Amy. You’d do well to get to know her. She’s a genius. 


Amy smiled. 


—Hi Riku. I’m Amy Tate. From the sprawl. Here in Chiba because the decks are better.


She smiled. Turned and led them into a simple room with a large window at the top. She needed a pole to open it. There was a sofa. A worktop with a sink at the far end. And a curtained-off section, which Riku assumed was a sleeping, washing area. 


Then, there was a long workstation. There were three screens. All powered by a single Hosaka. And a line of Ono-Sendai decks. With trodes connected. Riku got the picture. Amy was a netrunner. 


—Riku? We are going to jack into the matrix. Will you do Overwatch? Asked Raven. 


—Yep, sure thing. 


He’d done enough of that back in the day. He relaxed. Let his mind stay tuned in while he also let it wander over what he knew so far. And he had to admit, it wasn’t a lot. He also worried about money. The doc had done a good number on him. His new augmentations were great. But he still had bills to pay. 


He checked the ladies. They were still. Lying as if they were sleeping. Though he noticed Amy was sweating. Whatever they were doing? It would have a great impact. He remembered the netrunners with The Phantoms. They talked about ice and hunter-killer programs. It was a strange world to him. He dealt in bullets, blades and bombs. 


He jumped. Raven and Amy landed back in the room. They both jolted up. 


—FUCK, Riku! You have to see this. We know what’s going on. Raven’s eyes were shining. 


‘Er, how? I don’t have——


Amy was up. She grabbed a set of trodes. Jammed them on his skull. Then, she took the jack-end of the cable and plugged him into a spare deck. 


—Follow us, she said. 


The world went weird. His HUD glitched and then flipped. He could now see golden streams. And towering constructs. Dark chrome and silver domes. He could see shiny black nodes with streams of light. And he saw two avatars. One in a silver jumpsuit with blonde hair. The other in a black suit. Amy and Raven. 


—Riku, follow me, please.


Amy set off. He had no idea how to follow. So he thought about it and moved. He got it. He focused on Amy and moved with her. She led both of them along a data stream. He worked out that’s what it was. They passed grids of towers, octagonal domes and cubes. He figured it was data. 


Then, Amy paused. 


—Okay, we are at the MedTech grid. Their firewall is strong. But I can get us in. Riku? Please watch for any matte-black constructs. They’ll be H-Ks. Let us know if you see them.


—Will do.


She punched them a few grids closer. And he saw what he assumed was the firewall. It looked like a giant ferrosteel wall. Amy paused. Moved closer. He sensed her fingers flying over her deck. Then, the wall melted away. That’s how it looked to him. 


Amy nudged in beyond where the wall had been. Raven followed. So did Riku. And he couldn’t believe what he saw. Row after row of vast towers. That’s what they looked like. Shiny chrome towers. Capped with a silver lid. He realised he was looking at databases. And information MedTech had stored in a cloud computing environment. 


Amy led them to one section with a label. It said: ‘MedTech. Market Penetration.’ He senses Amy’s fingers flying over her deck. 


—I’ll open the metafile. I’ve downloaded a whole bunch of this. But check this out.


Amy did something that caused a line of data packets to flow to her. Riku could see them connecting to her avatar. Then, his HUD glitched. And a document came into view. The metafile. 


The summary said this:


REFERENCE MT/100-5 


Black-market infiltration plan. Plan running. Update pending. 


Yakuza team: 120 members. Training complete. Hiring channel kept open for replacements.


Riku read it twice. Amy cleared it down. 


—So, what do you make of that?


—You downloaded the data?


—Yep, as much as my deck would let me. 


—It’s all there, isn’t it? That metafile says it all.


—Fucking right it does! Raven was ecstatic.


—Okay, we will back out nice and slow. Then, we can look through the data.


—Amy?


—Yes, Riku?


—Any chance you could do a run for me?


—A run?


—Yeah. I need creds. The doc can’t pay me. And I remember the Phantoms funding themselves via a hit on a bank or two.


—Oh no, Riku. I couldn’t do that.


—Ah, okay, sorry for—


She laughed. Her avatar did a little dance. 


—Yes. No problem. But let’s check this data first.


She showed them how to leave the MedTech vault. And she scooted out herself. As the firewall clunked back into place. And then he saw it. Exactly as Amy had described. A sleek, matte black hexagonal shape. Twisting towards them, jaws open. 


His instincts took over. He felt his hands moving on his deck. He didn’t know for sure what he was pressing. But something in him did. He pressed a button. His icebreaker fired. And slammed into the H-K. It writhed, and he saw Raven do the same. She was firing her breaker. So he did it again. And again. Smashing digital blasts into the H-K,. It writhed and twisted. Trying to reboot itself. Amy fired her breaker. And the H-K disintegrated. Contrails of code trailing like blood from a wound. 


—Jack out, said Amy. 


Riku was glad to. 


Data


Amy transferred the data to her Hosaka. She worked fast. Riku thought it was impressive to watch. The tech stuff baffled him. Raven was up watching over her shoulder. He stood and took a walk around the room. And checked outside the door. He preferred to be sure. 


When he walked back to the two ladies, they were quiet. And had a faraway look in their eyes. Riku waited. 


—So, the guys they are using? Definitely not yakuza. They are getting them from the penitentiary in Tokyo. Giving them ‘prisoner rehabilitation’ opportunities. 


Riku laughed. 


—Right. So, they are hiring petty thieves and men getting caught beating on people. Because the real criminals never get caught.


—Yep. Seems that way.


—Look at this! 


Amy was pointing at her screen. She had a MedTech report that showed how much new Yen they were losing as a result of black market surgery. It ran into the millions. 


—Yeah, but who compiled that report?


Riku rubbed the stubble on his chin.


—How do you mean?


Raven was looking at him with a fixed stare.


—Well, we all know there are quite a few black market clinics, right? There’s no way they would know how much business they were all doing. Doesn’t seem likely. 


Amy and Raven both nodded. 


—Yeah, so they are making it up to make the case for doing what they are doing. 


Raven was staring at the screen again. 


—Yep. And if you look at what Doc Saito is doing? She isn’t scamming anyone. She charges what people can afford. I reckon that’s why she is getting so much heat.


—I don’t get you, said Raven. 


—Well, to a big corp like MedTech, it’s like old-school price fixing. She keeps the cost of augmentations down. So, anyone going to a MedTech clinic will be like: ‘How much?’ I can get it done cheaper on the black market.


Amy jumped up, her hands shot in the air.


—YES! Riku is right. 100%. I remember doing a dodgy run a few months ago. For a medical supply company. They were being undercut by off-Earth dealers. Or so they thought. 


—So… the fuckers. It is all about the Yen. Raven was up, pacing the floor. 


—Question is, how do we stop them? 


Nobody answered him. 


Riku stood and began pacing the small space himself. What could they do? And he remembered the full assault the Phantoms ended up doing on the AlTech HQ. He, Cooper, two razorgirls and a bunch of yakuza. And it worked. He also remembered the attack that he and Ed Marsh put in on the AlTech port operations. He remembered the explosives. 


—I know what we can do. He said. 


The Professor 


They both stared at him. 


—First, I need to know, Amy, do you have any experience with explosive devices?


She frowned. 


—Some. Why?


—I need us to put together something that will—


He stopped. The idea hit him. Right then. Right there. 


—SHIT! No, we need someone who knows how to put an EMP device together. 


Amy stared for a few moments. Then, jumped up and slapped Raven on the back. 


—We both know the guy! The professor. That’s what we all call him!


—Him? He’s a fucking weirdo goth.


Raven was frowning. 


—Yeah, but who else do you know could put an EMP together? Especially a jury-rigged thing I reckon Riku is suggesting?


Raven nodded. Slow. She was rubbing her jaw. 


—Where does he hang out? Can we go and see him? Asked Riku. 


Amy was almost hopping from one foot to another. 


—Yeah, I’ll message him. He’s got a place only a few streets from here. 


—Do it. 


Riku was busy planning. An EMP. Either a grenade. Or a bigger device. Both would be ideal. It would be risky for him as well because it would jam his augmentations. The difference being, he’d be the one firing it. 


Amy was staring at the screen of her handheld. Then, she looked up, smiling. 


—We can call to see him now. He hardly goes out, to be fair. Riku? This guy wears black eye makeup and loves Neo-goth metal music. So, he is a bit odd. But there is a reason we call him ‘the professor.’ 


Riku nodded. If he could provide them with an EMP? He didn’t give a shit what he liked to listen to. 


—Let’s roll.


They left Amy’s place and walked back onto the main drag. Then, Amy charged forward, turning down a side street and then several more. She stopped outside the door of a building that looked like a derelict storage yard. She messaged on her handheld. The huge ferrosteel door rolled back. It looked dilapidated. So Riku thought it was impressive how slick it moved. 


Amy led them in. Raven was scanning hard. Riku was doing the same. They smiled at each other. 


The room they entered had pungent smells. It stunk of tobacco smoke, stale coffee and something that Riku thought was oil. The guy who walked over to meet them was tall, skinny and had hair down to his shoulders. And plastered on black eye makeup. His jeans hung off him. He had bare feet. 


—Alright, Amy.


—Hi Prof. How are you doing?


He didn’t answer. Shuffled back to a long workstation lined with Hosakas, screens and Ono-Sendai decks. There was a workbench with tools scattered all over it. Reels of cable and electronics bits and pieces scattered everywhere. 


He sat on a stool and turned to face them.


—What do you need?


—An EMP. Can you build one of those? Asked Riku. 


The prof didn’t flinch. Or look surprised. Riku noticed that. 


—Grenade? Directional pulse? 


—Er, both. If you can.


He nodded. Lit a Marlboro and blew a smoke ring. 


—Yeah. It’s gonna cost.


—How much? Raven stared at him hard. The Prof. looked away. 


—At least 100K.


—Fucking no chance. Get real. Raven snapped back. 


He didn’t look back at her. But was tapping away on a keyboard lit with neons. 


—EMPs are tricky. And Dangerous. I’m not gonna ask what you want them for. But 100K is cheap. 


Riku looked at Amy. 


—Can you get us the money?


She smiled. 


—Of course. Prof.? The money is not a problem. I’ll get it.


He seemed happy with that. He stood. Walked to his workbench. Started assembling a collection of electronics and tools.


—Give me two hours. Amy? Want a remote trigger? 


—Yes, please.


He blew another smoke ring. 


—Best make it 120K then.


Raven went to object. Riku held up a hand. 


—Yep, will do!


Amy smiled. So, that satisfied Riku. She knew the guy. And Raven? She was never happy. Unless she was burying her blades in somebody’s throat. 


The Plan And The Money


 They went back to Amy’s place. She made them all coffee. Riku’s mind was whirring like the cogs of an old machine. 


—We need two things to happen at the same time.


Raven raised her eyebrows. 


—We need Amy to go and get the creds. And we need to brief Kazuki about what we need from him. And he’ll want paying as well. So Amy? We’d better make it a good heist.


She laughed. 


—I’ve done it before. And I’ve seen who MedTech banks with. So, we will lift it from them.


—What are you thinking for Kazuki’s guys? Asked Raven.


Riku sipped his coffee. Assembled his thoughts. 


—We need shock and awe. If we fire the EMP, it will fuck up their ability to respond. But also any of ours that have chrome.


They both nodded. 


—So, he needs to go in knowing that. And use old-school killing. Shoot the bastards. Blow them up with HE grenades. That type of thing.


He paused. 


—BUT and this is key. Not before you get the message from me to hit.


Raven was sharp. She smiled. 


—And what are you going to be doing?


—Ah, I thought me an Amy might wander in and blow the shit out of all that data storage we saw. What do you reckon, Amy?


She laughed. Clapped her hands. 


—YES! I was going to ask if you’d join me on the bank run. I could with some backup against their ice and H-Ks. 


Riku nodded. —Yep, no problem. 


Raven was grinning. 


—Right, let me head over to the clinic while you two play around in the matrix. I’ll make sure Kazuki knows the score. Who’s firing the EMP?


—I’ll get Amy to use the remote trigger. But it needs a line of sight. And we need the device to be close to, or in the building. 


A grin spread across Raven’s face. 


—Fucking easy. I’ll get Kazuki to have one of his guys drive it straight into reception. Drive it in. Through the doors. Smash and drop.


Riku nodded. 


—Yep, that’ll work. But not until you get the message from me. I’ll be coming to you, and fast. Amy will be with me. She’ll have the remote. You’ll need to let Kazuki and me do the business, Raven. Your augs will crash. 


—Ah fuck. I wanted to stick my blades into that Forbes bastard.


—I’ll see if I can arrange that.


Riku smiled. Raven laughed. 


—Right, have fun, you two. I’m going to speak to Kazuki and get his boys ready. They’re gonna love this. Yakuza and mayhem? Riku, me and you know how that goes!


She drained her coffee and left. At a pace. 


—Right, Amy. Will we jack in? Go and get some money?


Amy smiled and pulled two chairs together. Handed Riku his trodes.


—Let’s go.


He got on the chair, attached the trodes to his deck and his skull. And in he went. 


The grid came up in his HUD. He saw Amy in her silver jumpsuit. She started to move, punching deep into the business district of the Chiba network. They moved along data streams. Passed between domes and hexagonal blocks. Riku saw structures of fused, seamless obsidian. They appeared to drink the light. Some of them were a pulsating curtain of heavy liquid gold. Firewalls, he realised. All the corporate structures had them. 


Amy punched along between the towering data structures. And arrived at a huge wall. Although not s solid wall. It was a labyrinth of shifting, interlocking planes. They rotated with the slow certainty of a colossal clockwork mechanism. Each layer had a different colour or texture. Glass, smoke or dull iron.


He sensed her tapping away on her deck. 


—Watch out for me now, Riku.


He saw the label on the central structure. ‘DELTA BANK’. They were about to be a few hundred thousand creds lighter. 


—Riku? When I say, fire your breaker, please.


—Will do.


He saw the interlocking planes twitch. And seem to stutter. 


—NOW! Amy yelled. 


And he let rip. His fingers jabbing away on his own deck. He saw the planes twist and buckle. 


—Going in…


He watched Amy slip through the cracks. He waited. She was in. 


Then, he saw it. A shimmering geometric construct of pure, flawless mirror. It moved with the silent grace of a predator. Hunter-killer. He moved as quickly as he could. The H-K saw him and moved in. Its jaws moving and ready to chomp him up. 


He got as close as he dared. And let rip with his icebreaker. He was more than danger close. Which were bad drills. But he had to make sure. Amy could pop back out at any time. He fired his breaker. The H-K swerved. His shot glanced off the construct’s body. So he fired again. And again. The H-K writhed and wriggled. And then exploded into thousands of data packets and code entrails. 


Riku knew he’d be sweating hard back in meatspace. He waited. Hoping Amy wouldn’t be much longer. He saw the planes of the firewall buckle. He fired his breaker again. The colours changed to a more smoky look. He fired again and again. Amy slipped out of the gap in the interlocking planes. 


—Done. I have plenty. Let’s get out of here.


She started to move. Punching back through the grid. Heading back to safer zones. In the Chiba public space. She stopped when they got there. 


—You okay, Riku?


—Yep. All good. Had a visit from ice, but I gave it a headache. 


She laughed. 


—Okay, let’s jack out. 


So he did. 


Back in meatspace, his shirt was clinging to him. Amy was up running a transfer from her deck. 


—How much did you get?


She smiled.


—Enough. We can pay what we need to. And I got you a few creds as well.


His handheld pinged. A cred chip. With lots of zeros. 


—Fuck, you did do well!


She laughed. 


—Delta Bank ought to pick its customers more with more care. 


She turned back to face him. 


—When do you want to go and hit MedTech?


—Let’s make sure Raven has got the yakuza guys fired up, ready to go. Then? We will go wrecking.


Amy smiled. 


EMP


Riku messaged Raven.


All good over there?


He waited. She fired back:


Yep. They are arming up. All standard stuff. He wants 100k.


They could afford that now. Thanks to Amy. 


Deal. 50k now. The rest on completion. 


She replied 


Wait. 


She’d be checking with Kazuki. 


All good. Get Amy to transfer it to me. I’ll sort him out. 


—Amy? Send Raven 50K, please. That’ll keep the yakuza boys happy.


She nodded and got busy between her Hosaka and handheld. Riku checked the time. 


—Right, I’d better wander over to the prof. I’ll need to pick up what he has built for us. 


—Need me to come?


—Nah, he’ll be alright with me, won’t he?


—Yep, now he’s met you.


Riku stood and got ready to move. 


—Rest a bit, Amy. We are going to be going full tilt soon. 


She smiled. 


Riku let himself out of the building. And walked in the soft Chiba rain. The puddles looked like oil slicks. And the sky was a dense slab the colour of a dirty sheet. 


He had a good scan around the professors’ area before moving to the building itself. Then, he rapped on the door. And waited. 


—Who’s that?


—Riku, we met earlier.


The door slid open with the same finesse as the first time. The prof was there. Same as before. Marlboro trailing a wisp of smoke in the damp ozone. He slid the door shut again. And led Riku into the building. 


He saw the EMPs straight away. One was a black box. The size of a shoebox. And there were three grenades. Smaller can-sized objects with a simple switch. A jury-rigged EMP. 


—How you thinking of deploying the main device? 


—Putting it in a vehicle and driving straight into the building. 


—Nope. Wouldn’t do that.


—Why?


—Might set it off early. Or disrupt it. I put it together quick. It’ll work. But you need to place it.


Shit. Riku stared at the prof. Who shrugged. 


—Sorry, man. But you wanted it quick.


Riku picked the grenades up. 


—How fragile are these?


—They’re fine. You have to flip the switch to arm them.


Riku stuck them in his jacket pockets. 


—Show me how to arm the shoebox.


The prof looked art him. Confused. Then smiled. 


—Oh right, yeah.


He took Riku through it. Easy. And he offered some advice on placement. For disabling computing equipment. 


—Right, thanks. Amy has your money. I’ll get her to send it.


—All good. Amy never lets me down.


—Cool. And prof? You never met us.


He smiled. 


—Met who? 


Riku nodded, picked up the shoebox and left. Walking fast. Back to Amy’s. While he walked, he let ideas wander around. By the time he got back to Amy’s, he had one. 


Amy let him back in. 


—What’s up?


—We need a new plan. The EMP is sensitive.


Any shuddered. 


—Not sure I want it here for long. 


—Yeah, I know. Can you jack in and hit MedTech for me? Not the main strike. A hack. I need to see the employee records of the maintenance team. Or something. I assume they will have one.


Amy frowned.


—We have to place the device. Smashing into it in a vehicle might not work. 


—Right. Fuck. So what are you thinking?


—We need to grab someone from the maintenance team. Convince them to help us. We will place the fucker right inside the building. Then? You can trigger it with the remote. The prof has sent you the construct you need. Or that’s what he said.


—Yep, I’ve got it. I’ve copied it to a data chip so I can fire it from my handheld.


—Ah, great. Good thinking. Now all we need is a way in.


Amy said nothing but jacked in straight away. He watched over her. Working through the plan. He also messaged Raven to let her know. 


Fuck. That weirdo. I knew he’d let us down.


Riku responded:


Nah, not let us down. He built an EMP in less than two hours. We need to adapt. Working on it.


He waited. Amy was relaxed in her chair. A slight sweat on her brow. Then, she was back in meatspace. She jumped up with her deck. 


—Running a quick transfer.


Riku waited. And what appeared on her screen was a list of names and addresses. 


—These are the people who work in building maintenance at the HQ.


Riku scanned the list. It had a thumbnail photo of each person, which helped. He jabbed his finger at the screen. 


—Her. She’s the one. Look. She’s a maintenance team lead. For the technology centre.


—Er, how do you mean?


—She’s the one that is going to let us in with the… shoebox. 


—Shoebox?


Then she laughed. 


—Oh yeah, I get it. What are you going to do?


—Me and Raven need to pay her a visit. Send me her address to my handheld, please.


Amy tapped away for a few moments. And then his handheld pinged. Next, he messaged Raven. 


Have an idea. Can you meet me now?


She shot back:


Yeah. See you at the top end of Ninsei Street.


—Right, Amy. We will be back. We are going to pay Miss Ito a visit. 


She nodded. And waved. 


Riku headed back out into the still air. The rain had stopped. Now there was the smell of damp ozone and rotting waste. The sodium-orange streetlights flickered into life. He moved fast. If Miss Ito wasn’t home? They’d have to wait. 


He got to Ninsei Street and moved fast. Swerving past the early drinkers and those with takeaway boxes of ramen. He even flew past salarymen hurrying back to their capsules. He saw her. Waiting. Leaning against the side of a noodle bar. 


—Riku. What’s the gig?


—We need to visit a young lady who leads the maintenance crew at MedTech. We are going to convince her to let us in with the EMP. Or, as I call it, the shoebox. 


—Shoebox?


—Wait until you see it.


—Hang on, even by my standards, this is a stretch. This lady is just going to accept what we are telling her?


—If we do it right.


Raven frowned. 


—Okay, where are we going?


Riku pulled out his handheld and pinged her Miss Ito’s details. 


—See why you picked her.


—Yep, maintenance team lead—


—No. She’s pretty.


Riku rolled his eyes. Raven laughed. They set off, heading for Sakura Street. Just off the city centre. Riku reckoned it would take them no more than five minutes to walk there. 


—We are going to tell her that her employer is evil. And that she would be helping the poorer people in the city. Work that angle. 


—Fuck that. You can do it. I’ll stay on watch. I’m not sweet-talking anyone. 


Riku laughed. Typical Raven. 


They turned onto Sakura Street. Small, neat residential units lined it. Miss Ito lived about halfway down. They did a couple of walk pasts. It looked as though there was nobody home. 


—Nobody in.


—We will have to wait.


Raven nodded. She paced up and down the street. Riku used his military experience. He crossed the road and made himself comfortable sitting against a trimmed hedgerow. Neat and trimmed because it wasn’t real. He settled in. Waiting was a skill.


The light faded. And the sky turned into a velvet black pane. Purple and orange colours flashed from the city’s neons in the distant skyline. 


A young lady with dark brown hair in a bob turned onto the street. Raven was right; she was pretty. She moved up the road with a graceful stride. A small, slender woman in her mid-twenties. Riku confirmed the ID. It was Yuka Ito. He glanced up the road and saw Raven watching. Time to move. 


He stepped out of the hedgerow. Miss Ito saw him straightaway and stopped. She was looking around. 


—Please. Do not worry. I mean you no harm. No harm at all. I need to speak with you about MedTech. 


—Who are you?


—My name is Riku Kimura. I work for Dr Hana Saito in the city. Do you know her?


—I know of her. But why are you here? At my house?


—I’m sorry about that. I didn’t mean to scare you. But I do have an urgent matter to discuss.


—About MedTech?


—Yes.


—They are my employer. I can’t talk to you or anyone else about them.


—Why?


—It is our employment terms.


—How about I said those employment terms are rubbish?


She shrugged. 


—I need my job. So please go away.


—No. Not until you’ve heard me out. 


She glanced around. And she spotted Raven. Who’d placed herself in the middle of the street.


—Is she with you?


—Yes. She will keep you safe while we talk.


—A woman?


Riku smiled. 


—A razorgirl.


Miss Ito flinched. 


—No, no. This is not good. Why would you come here? How do you know who I am? Where I lived?


—Happy to answer all those questions. Can we go into your house? 


—No. I will give you 5 minutes. Then you must leave. 


—We need to talk off the street.


She nodded. A reluctant shrug. She walked up the short path to her front door and let them in. She showed him into a spotless, sparse living room. 


—Please sit. 


He sat on the stylish black sofa. 


—Now, tell me what is going on with my employer. 


Miss Ito 


Riku explained the story to her. Keeping his voice calm and gentle. He told her about MedTech’s efforts to block the small black market clinics. And they’re hiring fake yakuza. He told her about their threats to Doc Saito and the threat of more attacks. 


She listened the whole time he spoke. 


When he finished, he sat back. 


She stared at him for a long moment. 


—And I’m supposed to believe this is all true.


Riku thought about that one. 


—How did I find you?


—I’d like to know that.


—From the employee records at MedTech. 


—What?


He nodded. 


—But how?


—We hacked in and got the data we needed. 


She stood and stormed to the living room door. 


—Out! Now! Leave my house. 


—Nope.


—What?


—I said no.


—Are you threatening me?


—No. We want your help. That’s it.


She sighed. Sat back down.


—With what? To do what?


—What I’m about to tell you is going to put you in danger. But I can protect you. I will protect you.


She stood again. Paced her living room. Hands in the pockets of her jeans. Head down. 


—Look, Riku? I know they are bad. Most corporates are in this world, right? 


He nodded. 


—But I suspect that if I do this thing for you, I’ll have no job.


—You will. You can work for Dr Saito.


He said it. Knowing it was a gamble.


—Really?


—Yes. If you help us bring them down, there will be plenty of work at her clinic.


—Okay. I don’t like them. That is true. There is a new man. Karl Forbes. A creepy, horrible man.


—Yeah, we’ve met him.


—So what do you need me to do?


—Give us access to the server rooms. We will come in as an external maintenance crew. Plant our device. Get you out. And then? 


He made an explosion gesture with his hands. 


—What’s the device?


—An EMP.


She nodded. 


—That will do it. But wait. I’m supposed to believe that you can do all this? Because you got a netrunner to hack us? 


—Well no. I was part of the crew that took down AlTech. So was Raven out there. We’ve built the EMP ourselves. We have a small army ready to storm the building.


He paused while she stared at him wide-eyed. 


—So no. We are more powerful than just being hackers. 


‘You? And the razor lady outside? Were part of the team that——


—Yes. We were. 


She nodded. Her face set. A look that could go either way. Riku waited. 


—Yes, she said. 


—I’ll do it. 


—Great! How can we get—


—No, give me the device. I’ll take it in. You will trigger it remotely, right? 


—Yep.


—In which case, I know where it needs to go. 


She paused. 


—But once I’ve placed it? You will need to move quick. There are a lot of security checks. 


—Fine with me. It’ll get very noisy. 


—Okay, Riku Kimura. I’m in.


He stood. 


—In which case, pack an overnight bag. You’d better come with us. 


Sensorium 


 Raven and Riku walked with Yuka back to Amy’s. They figured it was the best place for them all to assemble. But something was nagging at Riku. 


They were almost back at Amy’s when he figured out what it was. 


—We need to take you to the doc.


—Who, me?


Yuka looked worried. 


—Yes. I have an idea.


Raven raised her eyebrows. 


—You need a transmitter fitting. Then, I can ride with you. I’ll get the doc to add receiving to my comms. You send, I receive.


—And that will do what?


—Let me see what you see. Feel what you feel. And I will know when you’ve put the shoebox in place.


—Wait… Shoebox?


—Wait until you see the EMP. 


—You are talking about a sensorium. That Astra did when we took AlTech down, right? Asked Raven.


—Yep, exactly that.


Yuka looked more worried. 


—The doc sorted me out with replacements for my mil-spec augmentations. She’s great. A transmitter is all she needs to fit for you. She’ll have it done this evening. 


Raven was already typing away on her handheld. Meanwhile, they went into Amy’s. They made the introductions. 


—Yep, she’ll do it. Not a long procedure at all. The doc says she’s done it loads of times for people Kazuki knows. Raven looked excited. Yuka still looked worried. 


Riku took her hand. 


—You okay with that? It’ll mean I’ll know when to send the team in. 


Yuka smiled. A thin smile. But Riku took that. 


—Yes. Let’s go and see the doc. 


Raven was already summoning an auto-cab. Not the time for an evening walk. 


—I’ll come with you. Because we will need to check comms. Raven? Update Kazuki on the plan. Make sure his boys are ready for the morning.


She nodded. He knew she would. 


He jumped in the cab with Yuka and headed to the clinic. 


A few minutes later, they arrived. Kazuki was still there with his guys. In a good defensive position. When he saw Riku, he laughed. 


—Tomorrow, eh? Big bangs and many bullets! 


He laughed, which sounded like the noise a container makes when it gets loaded into a freight handler. Riku laughed with him. 


He introduced the doc to Yuka. She was great. She explained the procedure. 


—It's a simple subdermal, Yuka. It won't show on security scans. And I’m going to do a little tweak to Riku here, so his comms-implants have a receiver. When you flick the switch behind your ear, you’ll be transmitting. Riku? Your HUD will notify you. You look across at the message, and it will load up the signal. It’s one-way, remember. So, you can’t communicate with each other. 


They both nodded, and the doc got to work. Yuka first since hers was the more complex work. But the doc worked quick and efficient. Her skill with the robotic arm and the Hosaka console was unreal. It took her only half an hour. 


She left Yuka to recover. And worked on Riku. That didn’t take long either. He didn’t notice anything different at first. But then, Yuka flipped the switch. 


—Whoa! That’s strange, he said. 


The doc took them both through a variety of procedures to allow Yuka to get used to having Riku riding with her. They could all see the obvious advantage. It would mean Yuka wouldn’t have to be broadcasting. Not until she cleared the security checks as she entered the building. 


—Riku can’t activate it, right? I have to flip the switch?


The doc smiled. 


—You have control. He only sees and hears what you see and hear if you flip the switch. 


Yuka smiled. And wagged a finger at Riku. 


—I sense what you are like, Mr Riku Kimura. You’d be switching in when I was getting changed or something.


She laughed. So did Riku. 


—Right then, back to Amy’s. Thanks, Doc.


The doc hugged them both. 


—Be careful, she said. 


In The Matrix


They shot back to Amy’s using an auto-cab. Neither of them said much. Riku figured Yuka would weigh up the massive change in her life. He was thinking about the attack in the morning. There had to be proper coordination. Otherwise, the whole thing wouldn’t work. 


Back at Amy’s, the discussion started. And it focused on phases. 


—We should go for it in the morning. Let Yuka go to work. Drop the device and off we go.


Raven was lounging in a chair. But her eyes focused. 


—I reckon we should still do the cyberspace attack and then the physical one. 


Amy was at her Hosaka. 


—I’m for the cyberspace attack if it reduces the risk in the morning.


Yuka added her thoughts. Riku knew it was his decision. He was the experienced military ops guy. 


—We need Kazuki here. Or at least, listening, so he knows the plan.


Riku made a start. He knew what needed to happen. The sisterhood in the room was strong. But he would have to overrule. He wanted the cyberattack to happen. It would soften them up. Cause confusion. He remembered them doing the same when they took AlTech down. 


—Raven? Remember what we did against AlTech?


Raven sat up. Her eyes bright. She went to speak. Stopped. Then, she nodded. 


—Yeah, you’re right. It worked well. 


Amy clapped her hands. 


—Right, we are on. When will we hit them?


Riku checked the time. 


—Raven? Yuka? I reckon you should rest. It’s late. But it might be a good idea to do it now.


He knew Raven would stay on Overwatch while he and Amy launched the attack. And that was fine. He wanted to reassure Yuka more than anything. 


Amy pulled the two chairs they used before together. She patted one. 


—C’mon, Riku. Time to strike.


He positioned himself on the chair and arranged the trodes and his deck. 


They jacked in. His HUD did the now familiar glitch. Before revealing the grid before him. He could see Amy’s avatar. Her in a silver jumpsuit. They set off along the data streams. The streams were like traffic flowing through the city streets. They appeared as thick, high-speed ribbons of molten, pure white light. The flow of money, transactions, and trade secrets.


He realised as they flowed past monochromatic, repetitive blocks of lower-rise buildings. They were archives. Built of dull, unadorned concrete or rusted iron. They stretched off into the digital haze. Loads of them. 


They arrived at the entire grid of towering data architecture. Some constructs labelled as MedTech. Some not. But as Riku watched Amy prowl around. He could see the corporate perimeter was a conceptual wall of dull, textured steel. Stretching into an infinite, silent dimension. The data-mass of the system pressed against his consciousness like deep water. 


He flew his avatar toward the breach point. The one Amy had already blown through. She’d picked well. It was a spot where the iron met a shimmering, sulphur-yellow energy field. The system's primary firewall.


Amy was in. Hitting hard. He sensed her fingers dancing over the keys of her deck. She was letting rip with huge blasts from her icebreaker. He hit the surface, and the world fractured. Not pain, but resistance. A moment of crushing, agonising slowness as his deck screamed under the load. The yellow field was a conceptual abrasive. Grinding against his link. Then, the firewall tore with a noise like ripping silk. And they were through. Surfing the sudden, violent rush of pure, unencrypted data.


But they were too late. The system had registered the breach.


Ahead, guarding the inner core, the ice deployed. It wasn't the slow crawl of a worm. But a block of pure kinetic threat. A dense, geometric shape of flawless, silent obsidian. It pulled the matrix-light into its own terrifying void. Black ice. It was a conceptual gravity well, designed to end the run and the runners. 


He slammed his countermeasures, throwing a decoy program Amy had loaded onto his deck. The black ice didn't react to the decoy. It reacted to him. It rushed forward with the speed of compressed thought. And Riku felt the air burn out of his lungs. 


The contact was a total cessation of feeling, light, and self. A crushing vacuum that tried to erase his consciousness from the console. He pulled back a microsecond before his core systems failed. He searched for Amy, urgent, frantic. Then he saw her. Drifting and firing her decoy program. She weaved and dodged. He watched her move to a central cluster of towers. Huge, tall, built of polished, reflective diamond and burnished chrome. They stretched until they vanished into the high, endless grey sky of static data. And she launched. 


So he scooted over. Still stinging and burning. Filled with a fiery rage. He launched his icebreaker. Feeling his whole consciousness erupt through his fingers. The effect was spectacular. Their combined effort led to at least two of the towers crumbling. And collapsing. Fragments of data bled from the towers. 


The constructs behind. Silver domes of shiny geometric shapes. He fired and kept firing. Amy was doing the same. The light turned to a smoky grey. As fragments of data packets mixed with broken code contrails. 


The place was a mess. There were constructs missing huge sections. Their mirrored surfaces cracked and shattered. The matrix looked like an ancient battlefield. Packets and construct remnants mingling in the maelstrom of digital dust. 


—Amy? Out. It's done.


She didn’t respond at first. But then he saw her avatar glide up over the top of a dust cloud. 


—Yep. Back out.


He followed her past the sulphur-yellow that was now stained with damaged code. The unencrypted data was drifting around. Like millions of lost souls. They pushed again. Heading for the Chiba City grid. He glanced back. The corporate grid that had been MedTech was a fragmented mess of collapsing towers. And fiery entrails of code. 


—I hope they’ve got backups.


Amy giggled. 


They jacked out. 


Back in meatspace, Yuka and Raven were fanning both of them. They were both dripping with sweat. 


—I’m guessing that went well. Said Raven.


Riku nodded. His voice wasn’t ready to work. And Amy lost consciousness.


Mayhem


Amy was in a deep sleep. And that was fine. When Riku could speak again, he checked with Raven to ensure that Kazuki was ready. The information was positive. 


—They are already there. They’ve parked not too far away. And it’s still early, so nobody is bothering them.


—They’re armed as though they will have no augs?


She laughed. 


—Fuck! Yeah. You name it, they’ve got it. Kazuki opened up their ammo store and took everything. They’ve got more SMG rounds than a small army would need for an entire war. 


Riku relaxed. 


—You okay, Riku? That looked intense. Yuka was staring at him. 


He realised Yuka wouldn’t have seen people doing a cyberattack before.


—Yep, all good. And ready for you to take me on a brief ride around MedTech.


She smiled. But there was worry in her eyes. 


—You’ll be fine. Though I won’t be able to intervene, if I see something happening, I’ll be able to alert the others.


She nodded.


—Still okay to do it?


—Oh yes. I want to now. I’m glad you came and found me.


Her smile was wider this time. 


—What time do you—


Yuka was staring at her handheld. 


—It’s happened. I’ve had the call to go into work. A massive data breach. We need to go now. 


Raven woke Amy. She was awake straight away and looking better after her sleep. She high-fived Riku. 


—Best run I’ve ever done!


—Right, people, it’s on. We are moving.


Riku stood. Made sure his Glock was in his waistband. Spare mags in his pockets. The EMP grenades joined them. 


—Guess what?


Raven was grinning.


—Wait until you see what’s outside.


They all walked out. And parked up was a battered old Jeep. Hydrogen cells for power. 


—Make no mistake, this thing flies.


Raven jumped in the driver’s seat. That cleared up who was driving.


They all piled in. 


Riku fired a message to Kazuki. 


We are on the way.


He got a response straight back.


Good. Bombs, bullets and mayhem time.


Riku smiled. He made sure the shoebox was under his feet. 


—Amy? You’ve got the remote ready?


—Sure have!


She wiggled her handheld. He glanced at Yuka. She looked pensive. But ready. 


—Right, hit it.


And Raven did. The Jeep leapt off up the road. The hydrogen cells hummed. Raven drove with great skill. Fast, but safe. They hit the business park in no time. She slowed to a crawl. As they approached the MedTech Plaza, a line of sedans and jeeps fell in behind them. Kazuki. Perfect. 


—Pull over here.


Riku stopped them at a relaxation space. Fake trees and a small pond. He wondered if the coy were real. 


—Yuka? What would you do as normal?


—I walk in.


—Straight up the front plaza?


—Yes.


—Right. Off you go then. Get yourself through security and then flip the switch, okay? 


She climbed out of the jeep. Gave Riku a look. He handed her the shoebox. She placed it in a shoulder bag. One meant for decks. 


She smiled. 


—The shoebox. I get it now. Don’t worry. I remember how to arm it. Amy showed me earlier.


She set off walking. Riku cursed himself. He should have checked. Good job Amy was on the ball. 


Kazuki strolled over. 


—It begins, eh?


—Yep. You know your aug’ed guys will take a hit—


—I’ve had the lecture from Raven. We have Chrome Caps and Dum-Dums. HE grenades and blast-packs. We will make a big mess. 


—He laughed. That same noise that distant thunder made. 


Riku aligned his optics. Looked up at the combat choice on the menu in his viewport. He had a mil-spec zoom feature. Looked at the menu option and his viewport zoomed in. He could see Yuka walking along with the right amount of urgency. The urgency of someone summoned into work on a callout. 


He watched. She approached the security booth. They stopped her. Made a big show of checking her ID. And they swept a scanner over her. Looking for anything digital she shouldn’t have. They scanned her deck case. 


Riku held his breath. She seemed calm. She was chatting with the guard. He waved her through. Step 1. Riku cancelled his Zoom. Waited. She flipped the switch. 


He immediately felt weird and nauseous. His HUD glitched twice. And then settled. He was walking along with Yuka. He could feel her heartbeat. And see where she looked. 


—I hope you are with me, Riku. Oh, I reckon you are.


She must have been able to sense him riding along. She was making her way along the corridors. Pristine and filled with expensive-looking artwork in golden frames. She kept going. Past a whole line of offices. 


—I’m going to the maintenance office first. That’s what they’d expect me to do. She muttered. 


Riku felt satisfied. She needed to stick with normality as much as possible. He watched as she entered a large office. Row after row of screens and Hosakas filled the office. There was a holoscreen on the wall. Displaying a status. She looked at it. Showing him what it said.


‘ALL SYSTEMS DOWN.’ 


Riku felt like cheering. She was talking to a little guy. Older, with glasses. 


—It is terrible, Yuka. We will get fired. They will blame us.


—Why?


—Because they got through the firewall. We said it was impenetrable. But they got through it.


The voices sounded crystallised, but Riku could hear them. 


—I will go to the server room. And start running the maintenance programs. We need to check the logs.


The older guy nodded. His attention was on the screens in front of him. Yuka left the office. Walked along another labyrinth of corridors. Now and then, she passed by other workers. She exchanged greetings with them. 


She arrived at two large double doors. With two massive security guys watching her. 


—No entry. Authorised personnel only.


—I am Yuka Ito. I’ll be on your list.


The guard consulted a handheld. Then nodded. Stepped aside. She entered. 


The room was a hive of activity. There were operatives rushing about between the banks of Hosakas. Screens showed masses of code. Yuka took a moment to scan the room. Good idea. Riku understood the scope of her issue. There were people everywhere. No way was she going to be able to place the shoebox. 


Yuka walked to a bank of screens. She placed her deck bag on the floor by her feet. She logged on to a Hosaka. And called up logs and metafiles. She studied her screen. Like she cared. A male technician came over. He was young and angry. 


—Yuka? I wouldn’t bother with those. And you are gone. You signed off on the firewall. And it gave way. —


There was a nasty edge to his voice. She turned to face him. So, Riku got a good look at him. His name badge said: ‘Nao Tanaka’. Riku filed that one away for later. 


—Go away, Nao. I’m working.


—I don’t know why. You dumb bitch. You have made us all lose our jobs.


—No. You lost your own job. Now go away.


He stomped off. Riku could feel her heart beating hard. He wished he could send her a message to keep calm. She reached down and picked her deck bag up. Reached inside. Riku couldn’t see what she was doing. Because her hands were inside the bag. But he knew she was arming the device. Then, she did an amazing thing. She pulled the bag open and let him see the red LED. Lit. And active. 


She zipped the bag. Slid it right under the desk. So the workstation legs hid it. She got back up. And Nao Tanaka was standing there. 


—What are you doing under there?


—Checking the ports, fool. We had a network intrusion. Can’t be too careful.


—You don’t need to do that under there. Did you put something under there?


—Yeah. My EMP so I can blow this place. What do you think, you dumbass? 


Riku felt impressed. 


He watched. She must have been glaring at Tanaka. He stomped off. Muttering something about ‘dumb bitches.’ He could feel her heart hammering. She walked back to the doors. Opened them. The security guards turned. 


—Where are you going?


—I need to fetch my data chips. Left them in the main—


—Nobody leaves.


She froze. 


—Fucking HIT IT!


Riku shouted. He saw Amy. She had her handheld out. She was tapping, fast, furious. Nothing. The guard was staring at Yuka. Then, a brief flash of light from the server room. And a loud crackle. So loud Riku heard it. 


The two security guards looked dazed. And then dropped to the floor. Yuka opened the doors. There were dead Hoskas and blank screens. Techs laying on the floor. She ran. Hard. Racing along the corridors. 


—GO! Roared Riku.


And mayhem erupted. 


MedTech Down


The Yakuza stormed forward. Riku went with them. His feed from Yuka was blank. It had fried her transmitter as well. He saw Raven storming into the building. The first wave of security guys was wandering around. All falling over. Raven was slashing and cutting. Blood was flying. 


The yakuza opened up. Riku heard the satisfying thud of SMGs. Some on full auto. Some double taps. He waited. Hoping that the feed would come back online soon. He had no idea where Yuka was. 


He stormed into the reception area. And saw Forbes. With a group of huge, burly guys. But many held their heads. Some were on their knees. Raven was among them. Slashing throats. And stabbing down into their eye sockets. 


Riku ran forward. Forbes was shaking his head. And banging the side of it with his hand. Riku got right in front of him. Lifted his Glock. A confused look crossed Forbes’s face. Riku fired. A single shot. Straight into Forbes’ forehead. At the same time, Raven came around in a swirling, graceful leap and stuck her left blades straight into his eye. It made a popping sound. He fell back. 


She grinned. 


—I said I’d stab that bastard. 


They both turned. It was chaos. Some of their Yakuza guys were down. Rubbing their heads. Affected by the EMP. But there were bodies piling up everywhere. Dead ones. The EMP had fried some. Others, the rounds from the Yakuza SMGs had taken down. 


—We need to find Yuka!


Raven nodded and followed him into the labyrinth of corridors. Riku wasn’t in the mood for messing around. Any MedTech guard they saw? He gave them the good news with his Glock. Or Raven slashed their throats. 


They rounded the corner of a corridor and ran into a problem. Yuka. Being held by Nao Tanaka. He was holding a Tanto knife to her throat. 


—Oh look. Your fucking buddies, bitch. I knew it was you!


He raised his arm. The blade came down. And Riku fired a double-tap. The rounds blew Tanaka sideways. His blade swooshed through the air and hit nothing. He fell backwards. Blood gushed from his neck. 


Yuka ran and jumped into Riku’s arms. 


—Thank you! That was close.


He hugged her and then they turned. Raven was scouting ahead. They worked their way back to the reception. Another problem. A huge fake yakuza had one of Kazuki’s men pinned against the wall. Riku looked around. Safe enough. 


He pulled out an EMP grenade. Flipped the switch and threw it. It landed and rolled under the big guy’s feet. He laughed and swung his Tanto blade back. And collapsed. The grenade blew. Caused a small flash. But the augmentations in the fake yakuza failed. He fell. And he fried. 


They moved toward the door. Kazuki was there. Standing by a pile of MedTech security guards. In a big, undignified heap. 


He pointed at them. 


—Not a good day for them, eh?


He laughed. It sounded like the bellow of an ancient beast. 


End-Ex


A week passed in Chiba City. Calm returned to the streets. Where the neons flickered and the air smelled of synth-noodles and damp ozone. 


Riku walked into Doc Saito's clinic. The reception was busier than before. Yuka was at the desk, scheduling appointments. She looked up and smiled.


—Riku! Good to see you. How's the new job?


—Better than the old one. She laughed. 


—Much better.


The doc appeared from the back. 


—Riku! Here for a check-up on those augmentations?


—Just checking in. Everything's working great.


—Good. I heard MedTech closed its Chiba operations. Something about a catastrophic system failure and loss of personnel.


Riku smiled. —Heard that too.


Yuka giggled. 


He turned to go. Because he hadn’t found the words. He cursed himself. But Yuka came around the reception desk. She put her arm around him. 


—When are you taking me out?


—Tonight. I’ll pick you up at your place, okay?


He panicked. Thought he’d overcooked it. 


But she smiled. 


—Thought you’d never ask. 


Then, his handheld pinged. A message from Kazuki: 


New job. Interested?


He looked at the clinic. At Yuka settling into her new life. At the doc helping another patient. 


Worth it.


He typed back: 


Details?


Riku Kimura was back in business.
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