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“Cyberpunk-y mystery and mayhem I absolutely devoured!” 
—Andy Peloquin, author of Cerberus.



“Fast-paced and adrenaline-pumping, this cyberpunk tale set in a futuristic and rich Italian city reads just like a movie. With heists and action galore, fans of Blade Runner and Mission Impossible won't be disappointed, and will likely forget that they are reading a book and not watching the high-stakes scenes play before them on a screen.”
—Nina Voss, author of Neon Noir.



“[Animus Paradox] brings together [multiple] conflicts, John Wick style high velocity action, and futuristic world building into a gripping page turner.”
—Paul G. Zareith, author of Revenge of the Wraith Paladin (SFF Insiders)



“This is a noir cyberpunk story to a T. You want robotics and blood, you got it!” 
—Bill Adams, author of The Divine Godsqueen Coda, and Unlucky Evens, Cursed Odds. (FanFiAddict)



“[Animus Paradox has] lots of action from the start, the story moves quickly, even as the plot becomes more complex with each new twist in the investigation.” 
—A.J. Calvin, author of The Caein Legacy and The Relics of War series. (FanFiAddict)



“Animus Paradox is a tour de force of cyberpunk storytelling. Bassett expertly blends the high-tech setting, societal angst, and countercultural aspirations one would expect from the genre with a gritty, engrossing, and mysterious neo-noir private detective story. Beyond all the intriguing cybernetics, digital chicanery, and thrilling gunplay, the world is fleshed out with an amazing fusion of cultures that made me want to get lost there, and the characters have an emotional depth that will draw you in and have you on the edge of your seat rooting for them.”
—B.K. Bass, author of The Night Trilogy and editor for Animus Paradox.
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For my friend, B.K.











  
  
About Content Warnings



Animus Paradox is intended for mature audiences. It contains some descriptions and scenes that may be off-putting to some readers. If you would like to know more, please flip to the back of the book, where I’ve listed a few content warnings (as spoiler-free as possible). 
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Chapter 01


Italy, 2167





In the early hours of the new year, as fireworks’ smoke still lingered in the midnight air, David wondered if he was still cut out to be a private investigator. Just minutes ago he had rescued the once-missing Segreti boy. The kid was in the back seat. Before they got in the car, Mafalda had found tarps to place underneath them both to keep the car clean. David and the boy had only just emerged from the innards of a muddy hill, excavated with Maf’s help, and a friend from the police department. 

The rescue had been a close one. Had David not acted on a hunch, the boy probably would have been trapped underground, without a way to signal for help. Had David not retained a few mods from his time in the U.S. military, he wouldn’t have been able to get a message to his wife, and Maf wouldn’t have known where to dig them out. A lot of things had to go right for them to have escaped the underground, most of which came down to luck. There was always a bit of that in his line of work—being at the right place at the right time—but just earlier that night he and the boy almost suffocated in mud and darkness.

Maf hadn’t spoken much since the fireworks ended. She had both hands on the wheel, hair blowing in the wind, a soft yellow glow emanating from the folds of her jacket and a pair of kanji tattooed on her neck. Captions appeared on the lower third of his heads-up display in light blue translating the characters: [Family].

If she was bothered by the fact he’d nearly been buried alive, Maf didn’t show it in front of the kid. She was working through something, though. Her eyes were on the road, but her thoughts seemed miles away. David opened his mouth to say something to her, but he couldn’t decide what, and looked out the window instead.

They were entering the neighborhood of Calanchi, where the dense skyscrapers and mixed-use development of Muro Etrusche became smaller apartments and offices, then single-family homes with hedges and backyard pools. Windows revealed dioramas of people’s lives, each celebrating the new year. Some raised glasses to the sky, others crowded around a card table, a few more found each other below a sprig of mistletoe.

They arrived at the Segreti’s home as snow began to fall. His parents hadn’t seen the boy in several days. They sobbed and chided him in Italian. They spoke through tears and fumbled their words so badly that David’s translator only caught pieces of the conversation. He knew enough of the language that the moment was not lost on him. David waited quietly in the doorway with Maf. She leaned against him and wrapped her fingers around his. Mud rubbed between their hands.

The Segretis paid the remainder of David’s fee, plus a couple hundred euros extra. Perhaps they assumed he—an American—required a tip. Perhaps they were just grateful. Numbers flickered across his vision, adding to his checking account. As his balance disappeared, an automated message took its place: 

[12:42] Transfer received from IT009-250. Thank you for choosing Uni-Intesa Bank!

David and Maf thanked the Segretis, and returned to the car. Maf reached for the key switch, but let her hand slip back onto her lap. The engine remained still. Snow began to collect on the windshield. Maf stared straight ahead through it at the idyllic neighborhood beyond. A chill hung in the air.

“I’m glad you found the boy, David, I truly am,” she said. Even inside the car, her breath misted white in the air, illuminated by a yellow streetlight above them. “I just… I can’t believe you went into those tunnels. If Quintino and I hadn’t gotten to you in time…”

David nodded. They hadn’t had a chance to speak about what happened yet, but she knew the gist. She’d been there when Quintino and his officers dug them out of the tunnels below Civita di Bagnoregio.

“I’m just so tired,” she continued. “Lately, every job starts as ‘my whoever is missing’ and turns into—”

“‘My whoever is making bombs,’” David finished.

“I was going to say ‘is cheating on me with a member of the Tigres,’ but the bomb maker was a fun one too,” she said. A weak laugh escaped her lips. “Speaking of which, our Tigres friends messaged me a while ago. They will be back in the morning. We got a lead on the Hayasaka job.”

“Hm.” David frowned.

They had no Tigres friends—though they’d worked alongside plenty of them over the years. They were all over the city—embedded into the police, government, small businesses, anything they could get their hands on. They weren’t all bad, but the Tigres pledged allegiance to their boss over anything else. That made them dangerous. Not to mention the way disaster seemed to follow them around. It seemed to David that the Tigres and their enemies seemed equally trigger-happy.

“I need your help with this case,” Maf said.

“I would have given it the other night, when you told me the Tigres involved themselves, if I wasn’t already on another case. Now that the boy’s back home, I expect a full briefing.”

Mafalda grinned at him, flicked the key switch, and the car hummed to life. His heads-up display blinked red at him, his optics’ battery ticking down from fifteen percent, as Maf kissed his cheek. He didn’t want to plug in. Not yet. But the clock was ticking.

Fourteen percent.

David put a hand on Maf’s leg, his eyes lingering on her. She watched the road, a sliver of a smile on her lips. If he weren’t so tired, David would have had her pull over in a dark corner of Calanchi. He had a sense that she was thinking about the same thing, though she must have been just as exhausted, as she kept on toward home.

The last few days had been nonstop, each of them chasing down their quarries. They’d be busy in the morning, but they would be working together this time. They always did their best work together. They’d make quick work of the Tigres’ contract, and then they’d be on to the next job. Hopefully a less exciting one.

    
  The windows rattled as a gust struck the apartment, and a flurry of snow was knocked off of the rooftop. The squall roused David from his sleep. His optics flicked on, and the world came into view. His HUD informed him about the weather and battery levels. The latest headlines scrolled along the bottom of his vision—interspersed by ads for new Jeeps and discounted bikinis. He dismissed them with a thought, then disconnected the cable from the side of his head. The battery charge immediately ticked down to ninety-nine percent.

David’s eyes had been replaced during his time with the military. The army had given him a handful of mods, most of which had been disabled after he left active duty, but the eyes remained. Metal and wire spidered out from around them, lacing together across the bridge of his nose and stretching toward his temples. The eyes themselves were black, a byproduct of their infrared and night vision capabilities. His irises, however, were a light blue—his favorite color. Although, sometimes he would turn them yellow—Maf’s favorite.

His optics had been cutting-edge twenty years ago. These days, just about anyone could pick up a pair of oracles if they had the euros for them. David was grateful for that. People were finally getting used to seeing folk with mechanical eyes. Most didn’t even bother to ask about them anymore. He just wished they held a charge for longer. He used to get thirty hours, but now he had to jack back in after just twenty. He only got half of that if he used night vision regularly.

Maf rested her head on his chest, her hair flowing over him like an onyx river. David ran a hand through it, tucking a strand behind her ear. As he did, she traced her finger along a seam in his right arm. The mechanical one. Just beneath the metal was a long blade, another gift courtesy of the U.S. army. Just in case somebody snuck up on him. It had protected him against assassins, thieves, and special ops. He’d even used it to slice apples, once. A trusty blade could do both, an officer once told him. David could still remember Lin’s laugh, though he couldn’t recall what she looked like without the aid of his external memory anymore. She’d been one of his few superiors close to his age. Lin must have been pushing sixty years old. Christ, David thought, he was getting old.

Before David and the Segreti boy escaped the tunnels, the child had noticed the seams in his arm and asked if David had ever used the blades underneath. He’d told the boy no, but he could still feel the weight of the hidden blade and the blood on his hands. He’d hoped once that when the army disabled his combat mods he’d become somebody new and put everything behind him. That hadn’t quite happened. He’d spent a few too many years in the service, taking down security systems and watching divers’ backs as they sat in ice baths and entered the Net. He’d become a living weapon—a tool to keep their divers alive by any means necessary. He’d been damn good at it, too.

“I’m going to get us some coffee,” Maf announced, sitting up but not quite getting out of bed.

She leaned over the side and picked an old sweatshirt of David’s off the floor and slipped it on—his old UNYU hoodie. There was a bullet hole near the second U, courtesy of an encounter with the Tigres. He’d stitched it up since then, and they were on good enough terms now, but David felt the scar on his chest itch whenever he saw the old tear.

“David,” she said. Her smile was stunning. She ran a finger in circles on his chest. Her nail ran along a metal implant that helped to keep his dermal wrap together, a kind of exoskeleton. He barely noticed it anymore, and it had saved his life more than once. Hence the scratches and dents from myriad knives and bullets.

“Coffee?” Maf whispered.

David grunted and rolled out from underneath the covers. “No,” he said, exaggerating each word. “Don’t get up. I’ll get us coffee.”

“Thank you,” Maf grinned at him in mock surprise, clearly enjoying her victory.

David dimmed his optics’ brightness as he stepped into the kitchen. He picked the Vietnamese robusta—Maf’s favorite. The beans were a bit strong for his taste, but David could fix that with a little extra milk and creamer.

While the coffee brewed, he grabbed a bottle of wine from the fridge and took a swig from it, a fruity Prosecco from Valdobbiadene. It was left over from the other night when he helped Maf sift through a pile of trash they’d found at an abandoned Rivoluzionari hideout. They’d found a load of discarded chrome there: body mods like his and components for them. It alluded to the hideout having been used as a blood clinic—an unregistered and unregulated place for mod installations. Sometimes the owner had just fallen on hard times, but usually those clinics were just operating around the law, installing parts not yet approved for public use. At worst, they were giving military-grade gear to whoever could afford it.

The fact the abandoned spot was a hole in the wall at the end of a dark alley, tucked away from any cameras, suggested the worst.

Among the pile of junk they’d brought back, Maf had found a logo, and he’d confirmed it the morning before with his enhanced vision. It belonged to a proper clinic operating in Zepponami, a town just south of the city. Last he knew, Maf and the Tigres had gone to take a look at the place.

David put the wine away and gave the pile of rubbish still on their kitchen table a quick scan. The gear was all a few years out of date, some dating back as far as the turn of the twenty-second century: pieces of dermal wraps, data shards, and a few whole limbs. Half a dozen had the same Zepponami logo. They were all faded and scratched, deliberately defaced.

The coffee maker beeped at him angrily, a green light flashing on the side of it.

When David returned to the bedroom, Maf had changed into a white shirt, dark blue jeans, and her favorite pleather jacket. She pulled her hair back into a bun as he set her coffee down on the dresser.

“Client messaged you?” David asked.

She nodded. “The Tigres got us access to that clinic in Zepponami. We found it yesterday—”

“The one that you had me I.D.”

“[Yes,]” she said in Italian. Then, in English, “But when we arrived, it was crawling with police. They weren’t pleased to see us, and stopped me from looking around. But Gennoveffa says that the Tigres worked it out, got us access.”

David took a sip of his coffee. “Glad Mama Cinzia’s on our side. For now, at least.”

Maf grinned, putting on a pair of small hoop earrings. “You just be glad Mama’s in charge of them now. The Tigres’ last leader was a butcher.”

“What was his name, Papa Macabre?”

“No, just [The Butcher.] Although some people called him Frankenstein on account of his mods—he had an old model of external memory that kind of made it look like he had bolts sticking out each side of his head. If you looked at it from the right angle, at least.”

David laughed. “Well, I’m going to take a shower, then.”

“I’ll catch you up on everything with the job once you’re out.”

“Or… You could join me.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“To save time,” David muttered over the rim of his mug.

“Oh, [love,] you’re about ten minutes too late.”

“I knew I should have made instant coffee, but I just had to pick your favorite.”

“Oh you did? Thank you.” She picked the mug up and took a long drink. “Oh, that’s good. Now stop whining. I’ll join you next time,” Maf added with a wink.
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Chapter 02





David fixed his tie while Maf explained the situation to him. Hayasaka Hachirō stole money from Mama Cinzia—that was how the Tigres got involved—and then he went missing. He previously had an apartment in Kanagawa. Maf had looked into it, but that part of the city had flooded years ago, and there was no sign as of yet that he’d returned to Japan, anyway. As for his apartment in Muro Etrusche, Maf had already checked that as well and found it was empty. She hid a camera by the front door but it hadn’t picked up on anyone going in or out since. His sister had come by and knocked a few times, but she didn’t have a key or any info on where he might have gone. She’d been the one to kick off the job before the Tigres forced themselves into it. 

Hachirō was a medical engineer who transitioned into clinic work installing mods. Maf suspected that he’d been the one to remove the chrome that sat in their kitchen, though they had no official record of it. If there were any, she suggested that the records were in Zepponami, but it was more likely that none were ever filed in the first place.

The clinic was under new ownership, but there’d been a shooting a few days ago and it was still on lockdown while police investigators looked into the situation. That meant whatever deal the Tigres had worked out with Zepponami’s police department, they would probably have the place to themselves for the most part.

Aside from all of that, there was a chance that Hachirō was working with the Rivoluzionari, a group of rebels that had been making problems for the Italian government for almost a decade. That seemed likely, since they found the chrome in a Rivoluzionari hideout, but it was impossible to confirm yet. Even if he was working with them, to what degree? Was he helping to fund their operation, or were they just his source for black market parts? Would they interfere and fight for him when David and Maf showed up with the Tigres, or throw the surgeon under the bus?

David fastened his holster to his belt. It contained a Beretta M2161-V, a simple black service weapon similar to the kind he used in the military. It wasn’t anything flashy; it didn’t use any railtech to make the bullets go faster, or anything of the sort. It was just a simple firearm with a low risk of jamming. The kind of tool that got the job done. He hoped he wouldn’t need it, but better safe than sorry. Besides, while she spoke, Maf had already grabbed hers. It was tucked away in a shoulder holster, concealed under her jacket.

“So, we’re going to Zeppo,” Maf finished. “The police there shouldn’t give us any trouble. Gennoveffa says that’s taken care of. Sounds like a one-time deal, though. We’ll go in, have a look around, and hopefully that will lead us closer to Hachirō.”

“One-time deal,” David repeated. “If there’s no lead, is there a plan B?”

“Sure isn’t.”

David blinked at her.

“Don’t look at me like that, I don’t have a lot to go on. Come on, finish your coffee, the Tigres will be here in five.”

    
  The Tigres arrived exactly five minutes later, at 9:53 AM. David had already met them a few days ago, briefly, when Maf asked him to help look around the old Rivoluzionari hideout. He reintroduced himself anyway.

Gennoveffa was at the wheel. Her hair was long, tied back in a braid that reached the small of her back. Her right arm was more metal than flesh, and a mod cradled the side of her head such that her hair was shaved along one side. The mod itself seemed to be some kind of retrofitted module for working in the Net—or perhaps a space between the Net and the Real. Interfacing with cameras and data shards more quickly, sending remote signals—a more limited version of what David used to be able to do.

While Gennoveffa was outfitted with tools that seemed to help her work between worlds, Jun’ichi was a classic bruiser. His hair was slicked back, and an array of steel around his orange-ringed eyes stretched back behind one ear. His eyes weren’t synthetic, but they were as close as a person could get—outfitted with advanced lenses combined with a sleek-looking external memory. A dermal wrap stretched around most of his body, with seams along his legs that suggested something else hidden underneath. It closely resembled David’s military model, though a few parts on his shoulders and neck had even thicker plating. It was the kind that could stop a few bullets, provided they didn’t hit the same spot too many times.

Both carried pistols on their hips, and a sheathed katana rested next to Jun’ichi. The grip was wrapped in black cotton in a diamond pattern revealing the cream-colored surface beneath it. The Tigres also bore identical light tattoos: glowing orange tigers baring long fangs that resembled bullets.

“David’s going to help us out,” Maf told them as she climbed into the back seat of their car.

The two looked at one another. “[I will need to tell Mama Cinzia about this,]” Gennoveffa said in Italian.

“I won’t get in the way,” David said, following Maf into the car. “My last case just finished, and I want to lend a helping hand now that I can.” It was mostly true. He did want to help, especially considering he didn’t fully trust anyone who bore the Tigre brand.

“[Mama Cinzia does not like surprises,]” Gennoveffa said. Then, in heavily accented English, “That right, Jun?”

Jun’ichi nodded.

“[It will just be a second.]” Gennoveffa stared into the distance, her eyes glittering red as she messaged Mama Cinzia, or more likely one of her assistants. David doubted that the enforcer had a direct line to her boss. The lights flickered and disappeared from her eyes, and she refocused on David. “[You may join, but the Tigres will not pay more for your services than what has already been agreed to.]”

“I didn’t expect it,” David said. “You’re already paying the investagatori privati—that’s both Maf and I.”

Gennoveffa smiled at him, revealing sharpened canines. “[Why didn’t you just say you’d work for free?]” she said and spun to face the wheel.

Traffic was slow in the city, where manned and automated vehicles alike fought for space. The streets were wide, but there were so many intersections—so many points at which they could be stopped. That changed abruptly as Gennoveffa steered onto SP6, abandoning the city for the rolling hills surrounding it.

It took about half an hour to reach Zepponami, a small town centered around a stretch of SS2. In recent years, it had become a kind of suburb of Montefiascone, just as dense as the city at its center. Small shops like Macelleria Rossi and Self Service Tabacchi clung to the old sidewalks, their beige concrete walls transitioning to brutalist steel apartments above. Wherever one collapsed, it was replaced by a modern office or hotel, the glassy façade reflecting the town back at itself, flickering neon signs even under the morning sun.

The Zepponami clinic was located on a dirt road that led away from Via Giranesi. It threaded through several old neighborhoods. The clinic itself was nestled into the center of a small shopping center attached to a few warehouses. Its sign bore the same Zepponami Clinic logo that David and Maf found on the discarded chrome, and an unlit neon window sign that read [body improvements] in Japanese.

A state police officer stepped forward as they got out of the car.

“[Stand down,]” Gennoveffa told him as she walked toward the door. There was no hesitation in her voice or stride. “[We have an invite, courtesy of Mama Cinzia. I’m sure you heard.]”

The man hesitated, then stepped aside. “[You have fifteen minutes.]”

Gennoveffa stopped and glanced back at Maf. “[Is fifteen enough?]”

“[I’d prefer more, but I’ll see what I can do,]” she said.

“We’ll split up,” David added. “I can help cover more ground.”

Gennoveffa looked poised to argue, but must have decided against it, and followed them to the clinic’s front entrance.

Inside, the lobby led to a window where—presumably—an office worker would have taken patients’ information. David could see an office through the window. Around the corner were a few empty chairs, a faux potted plant, and an empty water cooler. The jug had been drained completely, and some of the paper cups had toppled onto the floor.

“Let’s have a look around, then,” David said, pushing through the door that led deeper into the clinic.

It led to a long hallway with several surgical rooms leading away from it. One end appeared to lead toward the office, and the other went to a small storage room. Maf went toward the office, so David walked in the opposite direction. Gennoveffa followed him into the garage, looming over his shoulder as he picked through boxes of mods, parts, and medical supplies. Some of it had been cleared away already, possibly for the police’s investigation, but most remained.

David wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for, but if the clinic had been conducting some illicit deals or peddling illegal mods, there might be some evidence of that tucked away here. He would have gone through all of it manually, but the police’s clock was ticking. He guessed that they only had thirteen minutes left. David gave the whole room a scan with his optics, and a list of parts appeared in the corner of his vision. He scrolled through them, looking for a bright red icon that would mark anything as banned for civilian use. A few items came up, but they were mostly in the form of outdated parts. That could spell trouble for the owners, but it didn’t point toward Hachirō or the Rivoluzionari. Just corporate mismanagement.

David adjusted his scan’s parameters and ran it again. This time, something odd caught his attention. Behind the garage door, somebody was listening to them. He picked them up by a few signals their mods were giving off, probably a cochlear implant and possibly biocompressors. It could have been somebody from the police, but he could pick up signals from their mods as well. They hadn’t moved from where they’d greeted him, Maf, and the Tigres.

David caught Gennoveffa’s eye. It took a few seconds, as she was preoccupied with a box of old data shards—most of which appeared to be burnt or cracked. He pointed toward his cochlear implant, and he sent her his contact information. 

A moment passed before she messaged him, her text instantly translated into English as it arrived on his HUD: [10:02] What?

David pointed toward a side entrance in the garage and replied: [10:02] Somebody’s out there.

She wrinkled her brow at him, then nodded. [10:02] Your eyes pick something up?

David nodded.

[10:02] Are they armed? she asked.

[10:03] I’m not sure, but I am pretty sure they’re not police. Would anyone else be sneaking around here?

Gennoveffa drew her pistol.

[10:03] Get Mafalda and Jun’ichi. We may need to leave quickly.

David hurried back to the office. Maf was on the computer, lights flickering across her eyes as she reviewed and downloaded the clinic’s files. Her hard wire was jacked into the old desktop, the cable emerging from her wrist. Jun’ichi leaned against a wall, quietly watching the police through the window.

“Somebody’s sneaking around the garage,” David whispered. 

Jun’ichi stood up and walked out without a word.

“Okay, I guess. I think we might be out of time, Maf. Do you have what you need?” David asked.

“I don’t know. At this point, I’m just grabbing whatever I can, taking pictures with my lenses,” she said, gesturing toward the contact lenses on her eyes. “Who would—”

Gunshots rang out from the garage. Maf pulled her hard wire from the computer and it snapped back into her wrist. David took her hand and pulled her to her feet. They sprinted out of the office, and through the waiting room. As they exited the clinic, Jun’ichi was starting the car, and the police were shouting at them. David couldn’t see what was shooting at them, or perhaps who the Tigres had shot at. He and Maf reached the car just as Gennoveffa did. She shouted at Jun’ichi, “[Follow the red Fiat!]”

Jun’ichi pressed the accelerator to the floor and the tires squealed. The Fiat raced ahead of them, its motor buzzing, dodging cars and scooters down the narrow streets of Zepponami. David tried to scan the car, but they were too far away, and Jun’ichi’s driving was making it hard to concentrate. He sped after it, drifting around a bend like he was auditioning for Hollywood. David felt his body pulled to the side, then fell back against his seat as Jun’ichi straightened out and sped up. David clipped on his seat belt.

“[Who is it?]” Maf shouted.

“[Looked like a member of Heredes,]” Gennoveffa said. 

David felt his stomach turn. Working with the Tigres was frustrating, but they could be dealt with. Mama Cinzia and her enforcers found reason in euros and services. The Heredes were zealots—they either got what they wanted, or they took it. They’d been gone for years, though. Why would they have come back?

To Jun’ichi, Gennoveffa said, “[Pull up alongside her, I’ll shoot out her tires.]”

Jun’ichi grunted at her and tilted his head at the traffic. There was no room to weave through it—but that also meant that the Fiat was having trouble getting too far away from them. Jun’ichi had brought them about thirty meters apart, and that was likely all he’d be able to do while in town. And they were headed north, toward Montefiascone, where traffic would only worsen. They needed to act, or the Heredes would get away.

“Do either of you have a remote installed?” David asked. 

His was disabled after leaving the army, but the Tigres were known to have some quality blood clinicians—surgeons who installed mods under the counter. It was a well-known fact that many Tigres were using military-grade mods, but the police often had trouble tracking them down or were outmaneuvered.

Jun’ichi glanced back at him, then turned back to the road, banking left. Another car had somehow gotten between them and the Fiat.

David pressed on. “Look, we’re working together. If I turn you in, my ass is probably cooked too. And you both know Mama Cinzie would help you. So, do you have a remote, or even a quick-breach module?”

An arm reached out of the Fiat’s window, pistol in hand, and fired off a few shots. A hole erupted in the windshield, shards of glass dangling from the wound.

People on the sidewalk shouted and scrambled inside the nearest building. David heard sirens in the distance.

“I have a QBM,” Gennoveffa said.

“Great. Don’t worry about the driver or engine, their chrome will be too resistant to you anyway. But you should be able to trigger the car’s brakes from here. Find them, but don’t activate them yet.”

“You think you can force them to turn off the main road?” Maf asked.

“Exactly,” David said. “Gotta’ get us off these streets. If you can trigger her brakes on the right side of the vehicle as she’s approaching a turn, the car will naturally swing to the right. Just before this road here. With some luck—”

The Fiat skidded suddenly and spun toward the right. It wavered, then veered down Via Grilli, a narrow but mostly empty road that led away from Zepponami.

“Perfect,” David said, nearly biting his tongue as Jun’ichi rounded the same corner.

The Fiat regained control over its brakes. Whether that was because Gennoveffa let her hold over them go or the driver wrested control back, David couldn’t tell. It raced past the abandoned dump, traveling down the middle of the road to prevent them from overtaking it. The car kicked up slush and mud as the pavement ended, making both of their cars skid and swerve. Gennoveffa aimed out her window and took a few shots. Her pistol gave off an electric hum, then she squeezed the trigger, and shots echoed against the buildings. David spotted a few new bullet holes above the Fiat’s left rear wheel as it moved to the left side of the road. She’d almost gotten it. 

Jun’ichi was already accelerating up the right lane. Gennoveffa grabbed the wheel and he let go all at once, drawing his own pistol, and put two bullets into one of the Fiat’s wheels. The red car spun out and crashed into a fence, skidding between a few large beech trees and into the old dump. As Jun’ichi spun their car around, David heard the Fiat slam into the twenty-first century detritus.

“You two stay in the car,” Gennoveffa told David and Maf as they steered toward the break in the fence. “They might be armed.”

“Try not to kill them,” Maf said. “[We can’t always get answers from a corpse.]”

Gennoveffa gave Maf a long stare. As Jun’ichi brought the car to a stop, she left without a word.

The Fiat had crashed into a pile of trash on the edge of the old dump. Its left side was scratched up badly, silver scars where paint used to be, and the grill was badly dented by a large dumpster. David could see the driver moving around inside, but they hadn’t left the vehicle yet.

Jun’ichi retrieved his sword from the car and pulled it from the sheath, revealing the blade, shimmering in the late-morning sunlight. He took a stance outside the Fiat’s driver door. Gennoveffa approached along the passenger side.

“They’re going to kill her,” Maf told David.

He grunted in response.

Outside, the Tigres approached the Fiat.

Gennoveffa shouted, “[Step out of the car, slowly, and keep your hands up!]”

The driver was still moving about in their car, but the door remained closed.

“[This is your final warning!]”

David took another scan of the Fiat. From there, he could see a bit better. Inside, a woman was giving him drastically different readings than she had outside of the garage. Her biocompressors were using an abnormally high amount of energy. An unsustainable amount, in fact. Then, the signal from her cochlear implant was cut off.

“Something’s not right,” he told Maf. “It’s like she’s overloading her mods. They shouldn’t be under that much stress. Why—”

The Fiat’s door erupted off its hinges, and the driver leapt out, rolling on the ground. Snow clung to her hair and clothes. Light tattoos glowed a bright blue, snaking up her arms and culminating in a crown tattooed into each of her forearms: the mark of the Heredes.

As the woman recovered from the leap, she brought a handgun up and fired a few shots. A few slammed into their car. David heard Maf shout. The Heredes woman moved to sprint, but Jun’ichi was already at her side. A lightning-quick arc of his blade and the woman’s right hand—still clutching the handgun—fell on the snow. Crimson blossomed around it. She screamed and ran at Jun’ichi. Seams parted in her left arm, and a hidden blade emerged as she lunged at him. Jun’ichi raised his sword to block her, but Gennoveffa was already raising her handgun.

A thunderous shot rang out. 

The bullet sliced through the woman’s skull and she dropped beside Jun’ichi, left arm outstretched and split in two where the blade had sprouted from. Her eyes were wide open, an unending stare boring into a mound of snow beside her. Her light tattoos flickered, then faded to black.

David and Maf got out of the car.

“[Fuck,]” Maf said, “[I asked you not to kill her.]”

Gennoveffa shrugged. “[She didn’t leave us much choice.]”

“Even if she didn’t die this way,” David said, “it wasn’t going to end well. She was overloading, overclocking—whatever you want to call it. She planned on fighting to the death. Even if she won, her body would have been devastated. There’s no coming back once you decide to push your mods past their limits like that. They’ll ruin you, body and mind.”

David realized that Gennoveffa was holding her arm. Blood ran down her fingers and dripped off her elbow. “Oh, shit, are you hurt?” he asked.

“[Yes, but I’ll be fine. One of her bullets grazed me. I got lucky.]”

Maf cocked her head. “[Either way, you’ll want to get that bandaged up.]”

“[Police,]” Jun’ichi said, wiping blood off his katana with the woman’s shirt. 

Sure enough, the sirens were getting louder. It was only a matter of time before they zeroed in on them. People would have heard those gunshots all around town.

“Just a second,” Maf said.

She kneeled beside the one-handed corpse and pulled out her hard wire. She plugged it into a port on the side of the Heredes woman’s head, just above the bullet’s exit wound, and began to dig through her memories, downloading files from her external memory.

The sirens began to pick up. The police were narrowing in on their position. It wouldn’t be much longer. Jun’ichi put his sword away and got back into the driver’s seat. Gennoveffa had pulled out a first-aid kit from the trunk and placed a bandage on her arm. It adhered to her skin instantly.

“Maf,” David shouted, “it’s time to go.”

She ejected the hard wire. As it snapped back into her wrist, her eyes went back to normal.

“Any good reading?”

“Most of it looks corrupted, probably because of that damn shot to the head.” She stood up, stumbling slightly.

“Hey.” David steadied her by the arm. More quietly, he asked, “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I just… I saw her last memories. I tried to avoid them, but David, I could feel her dying.” She took a deep breath. “Maybe I’ll finally get that therapist. Later, though. First, I’ll need some time to see if I can reconstruct anything from the Heredes’ memories.”

“Alright,” David said, opening the door for her. Once they were both in the car, he opened his mouth to tell Jun’ichi to drive—but the Tigre was already speeding away from the scene.
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