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Neon lights flashed by, tracing colorful lines on the dark background. Seconds passed and the sight grew blurry, disappearing behind the translucent reflection of a young boy staring out of the closed window. The ride back should have been his favorite part of the night, yet the deep frown he wore said otherwise.

Heavy air filled the car’s interior. The driver, a slender man in his late thirties, kept his hands on the steering wheel despite the autopilot icon glowing faintly on the dashboard. He stole glances at the rearview mirror until he noticed the eyes staring at him from the passenger seat. The beautiful woman was his wife. She did not seem happy with the way he was acting so far. Not at all.

The man heaved a sigh and returned his sight to the road, only to find himself glancing at the backseats again. His face fell when he saw the young girl sitting with her head lowered, but when his eyes met those of the boy, his expression hardened again.

“Alright, that’s enough.” The woman spoke in a soft yet firm tone. “William, apologize to your father.”

“Yeah, right.” The boy scoffed.

“I wasn’t asking.” She followed. “Apologize.”

The boy drew his lips to a line and shifted his sight in her direction.

“Over my dead body.”

The two glared at each other through the reflection in the mirror. The tension rose further, quickly reaching a new height. Just as it seemed about to burst, a small voice cut through it like a knife.

“I’m sorry…”

All eyes fell on the young girl sitting in the back. Her expression was hidden behind the long bangs of her white hair. Nevertheless, one didn’t need to see it to know how she felt. The slight trembling of her thin arms told the whole story.

“You did nothing wrong.”

Anger dripped from the boy’s voice. He turned a sharp glare to his father, waiting for the moment he dares to speak a word. If he thought that came close to being threatening, then he was sorely mistaken.

“You just had to mess things up.”

The words came out in a calm, restrained voice, yet their impact warped the boy’s expression.

“You… You’re blaming this on me?”

“Who else?” The man said. “You think you can just shift the blame?”

“The bastard-”

“The bastard is the son of a board director! And you punched him in the face! Did you even stop to consider how that would affect us!!?”

“What did you expect me to do!?” The boy motioned to the girl beside him. “Just sit by and let that scumbag put his hands on her!?”

“There was more than one way you could’ve handled it!” The man shot back. “Ways that wouldn’t get me and your mother fired!”

“Of course that’s what you care about.”

With a click of his tongue, the boy leaned back in his seat. He looked down at his hand and the torn skin around his knuckles. The faint stinging came with a sense of satisfaction. He would have enjoyed it greatly if it was any other day, but the realization that he had signed his family’s death sentence came in the way.

“Listen.” Sighing, the man pinched the bridge of his nose. “I understand that you wanted to protect your sister, but violence simply wasn’t the way. Those people are far more powerful than you think, and now they have their eyes on us. You should have thought of a solution that wouldn’t blow up in our faces.”

The boy understood. He understood very well. His parents might have been well-respected researchers, but their position was nothing when compared to the elites funding their work. Money ruled the world and those with deep pockets dictated how things go. In the face of capital, honor and justice meant nothing.

Thinking back to the earlier incident, anger boiled in his chest.

“You should’ve kept us out of it.” He said. “I told you we didn’t want to go.”

Corporate events, especially high-end ones like the one his father dragged them to, were great opportunities to make impressions and create connections. If he had gotten the right people to remember him, then it would have done wonders for his and his family’s future. Unfortunately, the boy couldn’t stop himself from doing the exact opposite. It was for that reason that he insisted on not attending.

Another sigh escaped his father. “I try to set you up for success, and this is what I get?”

“Sorry.” Scuffing once more, the boy shifted his gaze to the window. “Sucking up to those bastards isn’t my thing.”

The conversation went on, though most of the words failed to reach him. It wasn’t out of the ordinary for him to tune out things he didn’t want to hear. Still, something felt odd about the silence. A bad premonition seemed to accompany it. 

Something tugged on his sleeves. Glancing beside him, he saw that the girl had raised her head. Her light blue eyes stared ahead. The sadness was gone and fear had taken its place.

The boy sensed it as well. He followed her line of sight and saw a man standing in the middle of the road, his imposing figure illuminated by the lights of the oncoming car.

Everything that followed came in unrecognizable flashes of light. The swaying, the screaming, the crash. The violent tremor of something exploding nearby. Horror enveloped the boy all the while. He didn’t let it control him, however. His sister was still holding onto him. He had to protect her. He had to ensure she was safe.

He tore his eyes open, but what met him wasn’t the messed interior of his father’s crashed car. It was the cracked ceiling of a dimly lit room, a sight he should’ve grown familiar with considering how many times he had seen it in the past four years. The dream was over, but the pain it brought him had yet to fade.











  
  
  01

  
  




Dante closed his eyes and let the cold water wash over his face. His morning shower lasted longer than usual, a sign of his struggle to get his thoughts in order. Not that it helped—he still spent the next ten minutes staring at his reflection in the bathroom mirror.

Light blue eyes stared back at him, faint dark circles surrounding them. The cuts littering his pale skin had long since faded, leaving behind barely noticeable traces. His bright red hair gathered in sharp spikes the instant it was rid of its dampness. That part was a lost cause as no amount of combing would fix it.

A sigh escaped him when he finally noticed the stubble on his chin. He reached for the razor on the sink and froze at the sight of his hand. A scene from the dream he had earlier flashed in his mind.

His skin appeared to be torn around the same spots, but unlike that time, the gaps were more uniform. Glistering metal plates covered his knuckles and lines traced the gaps between his joints, dividing his skin into elegant geometric shapes. Months had passed since he got his fists reinforced yet it still surprised him every time he saw it.

He shaved the short stubble that had grown on his chin, brushed his teeth, trod to the next room where he put some clothes on, making sure to equip his armpit holster and gun right after. He hadn’t done his laundry in a while so his options were limited, to say the least. A couple of minutes later, he was looking at the nearly empty interior of his refrigerator. He hadn’t shopped for groceries either.

Another task to the list of stuff he didn’t feel like doing. Just when he thought he would have to eat his breakfast outside, his OAM -Optic Augmentation Module- came to life, showing him a notification of the message that had just arrived.

Dante’s left eye twitched. He stared at the notification, superimposed over his field of sight, and pressed his lips into a thin line. A single thought summoned a translucent window showing the rest of the message.

[Gaspard: Get your ass here. We got a new gig.]

Not a single person alive would be thrilled to hear from their boss first thing in the morning, not that any other time would be different. Dante made a habit of turning off his OAM whenever he was home so it was only now that he noticed it was already 11:17.

Left with no choice, he grabbed a half-empty nutrient pack, slammed the refrigerator door shut, and walked out of his apartment, but not before putting his jacket on.

The door automatically locked behind him. Walking to the southern end of the corridor, he composed a quick message while trying to ignore the sugary taste of the jelly he squeezed out of the pack. He sent the message out with a thought then turned off the AR interface, leaving only the small digital clock at the top corner of his field of sight. 

Dante climbed some stairs, turned right, walked another corridor then turned left. Another corridor and a right turn later he found himself climbing another set of stairs.

Garbage and filth littered the floor. The walls, on the other hand, were covered in graffiti. From the looks of it, it has been months since the janitor drones were sent out to do their jobs. The owners must’ve thought that leaving things as is was far cheaper than risking the glorified roombas being stolen. The city block being built like a maze made it a sweet spot for those looking for cheap parts to sell.

It took a few more turns and a lot more stairs before Dante reached his first stop. Surprisingly, only two other people were in the elevator when he got to it. Neither paid him any mind so he did the same, pressed the button for the top floor then waited in the corner.

“BREAKING NEWS!”

The blissful silence was shattered by an enthusiastic voice. Dante glanced to the left despite himself. Instead of walls, the elevator had multiple screens stacked on top of each other. Most of the time they showed nothing but ads, but in some rare cases a news segment would play.

“Today, and right before the sun rose on the coastal city of Vetrograd, the Legion of Valor completed a successful raid on the command center of the Crimson Fang. Several prominent members of the notorious terrorist organization have been neutralized, including many of its Enhanced Individuals. The raid was the result of a joint-”

Dante lost interest faster than he could blink. The reporter made it seem like an important event, but in truth, it was just another Tuesday for the world’s self-proclaimed protectors. Hearing about their glorious achievements gets tiring after the fourth time in a single week.

The elevator came to a stop on the roof of the Megacomplex, and its doors opened facing the metro station built into the structure. The 12:00 train had just arrived so Dante quickly made his way inside and sat down.

Public transportation was for those who couldn’t afford a personal vehicle. The passengers were mostly students and a few elderly, but from time to time, one would come across a few thugs looking for an easy target.

Two stations later, Dante stepped out onto the road. The train was as it was when he had stepped onto it a few minutes earlier, only now it had some purple-faced bums snoozing in the corner.

Navigating through the border of Hollowgrid was a pain, to say the least. There was no sign of urban planning in this part of the city. Buildings stretched up and spread out however they wanted. Some stacked containers and called it a house, others opened shop in trucks with engines that had long since been ripped out.

The words concrete jungle couldn’t even begin to describe the landscape, and just like a real jungle, predators were lurking at every corner, waiting for prey to wander into the right alley. One might think a young man walking on his own was an easy pick, but unlike the idiots on the train, no one stepped in Dante’s path.

He arrived at a narrow alley cramped further with stacked crates and old dumpsters. Making his way to the back, he climbed down a small set of stairs and opened the metal door at the end.

“Fucking finally!” A shout came from the inside.

“Took you long enough.” Someone added in a slightly irritated voice.

Walking into the dimly lit room, Dante placed a hand on his mouth and pretended to yawn. He paid no heed to Maria, the blonde woman who was sitting on the bar counter with a bottle in her hand, nor did he acknowledge her younger brother, Marcel.

He turned to a nearby table where old liquor bottles were left to collect the dust. Sofas were placed in a circle around it, and on one of them sat Gaspard, a bulky black man wearing a sleeveless biker jacket. His head was shaved clean, and the lines running along his arms showed they weren’t entirely flesh and bone.

Right beside him was Ricardo, a lanky fellow with a very colorful mohawk. His most distinct feature, however, was the optic implant taking the upper half of his face.

The bald man shook his head and sighed. “Boy, get yourself a bike or something. You can’t keep us waiting like this each time.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Dante said. “Like that would have changed anything.”

“It’s not on him, Gaspard.” Mohawk guy said. “Some of us have stuff to do. You can’t expect us to drop everything and come whenever you call.”

“Oh shut up. We all know your broke ass got nothing else to do.”

“That doesn’t give you-”

“Alright, gentlemen, knock it off.” Mattia stepped in, defusing the argument before it could take off. He brought a half-burnt cigarette to his mouth and took a puff. “Now, what’s this about a new gig?”

Gaspard stared at him with a frown. When he saw the siblings walk over, he clicked his tongue and grabbed a tablet device that was sitting beside him.

“It’s more of a favor I’m doing for a friend.” He tapped the screen a couple of times. “Before you say anything, yes, we are getting paid.”

“Then what’s the catch?” Maria asked.

Everyone was ready to walk out the moment they heard the word favor and their feelings didn’t change when the leader confirmed it wasn’t free labor.

“It has to be done tonight.” Gaspard drew his lips into a line.

“You got to be kidding me.”

The exasperated sighs illustrated everyone’s feelings on the matter. Gaspard placed the tablet on the table at the center. The screen displayed an ordinary QR code. Dante stared at it for a couple of seconds, and when his OAM scanned it, a few images appeared in front of him.

The first showed the portrait of some man, while the second had a heavily customized car. Just when he thought they had a bounty on their hands, Dante saw the bulky suitcase in the third image. It looked more like a vault with a handle, something built to withstand gunfire and explosives.

“The fellow’s name is Jerome Barberin, a solo who’s mostly active in the south. He’s smuggling something at the request of some bigwigs from the Center.” Gaspard explained. “The gig is simple. We ambush him at the drop point, get the goods, get out.”

Silence fell for a few seconds until Mattia’s husky voice broke it.

“Who’s the client?”

“A friend,” Gaspard answered. “Didn’t I tell you already?”

An indirect answer meant that whoever came to them didn’t wish to be known.

“I meant the recipient.” Mattia puffed another cloud of smoke. “And do we get to know what’s in the package?”

Gaspard seemed to contemplate for a few seconds before answering.

“Some low-level executive from Eidolon.”

Dante’s ears perked up when he heard the name.

“I’m guessing he’s just stuck doing some errands,” Mattia said.

“Most likely.” Gaspard nodded.

“Let us hear the pay first.” Said Marcel. “We can decide how bad it stinks after that.”

“80K upfront.” Gaspard closed his eyes. “We get another 120K if the package is delivered.”

“Ugh…” Maria scrunched her nose. “It sure does stink.”

A total of 200K for a one-off didn’t sound bad, but coupled with the close deadline, the whole matter just smelled bad. The fact that it involves that corporation didn’t help at all.

Mattia tossed the butt of his cigarette and stepped on it. “You still haven’t told us what’s in the suitcase.”

“I… wasn’t given the details.” The hesitation in Gaspard’s voice showed his uncertainty on the matter. “All I know is that it’s some relic someone dug up recently. It might be just some collector’s item.”

“Possibly…”

The briefing was done, and the silence returned. All that was left was choosing whether to take the gig or not, or so it should have been. The offer was made on such short notice—they wouldn’t be having this talk if they still had a choice in the matter.

“I don’t like this, Gaspard,” Mattia said. “If your friend really wanted this item he should’ve contacted us days in advance. We don’t even get to choose the time or location.”

Ricardo cackled. “We obviously weren’t his first choice. The other crew must’ve bailed on him last minute.”

“This Jerome guy is clearly a piece of work,” Maria said.

“I’m more interested in the package,” Marcel said. “What do you say we keep it for ourselves? We might get a lot more than 200K for it.”

No one took the suggestion seriously, seeing as it would damage their reputation. Trust wasn’t something mercs could afford to lose.

Gaspard listened in silence as each one gave their opinion. The last one was Dante, who seemed to be in deep thought when he turned to him.

“What do you think, kid?”

Snapping out of his thought, Dante looked the bald man in the eye, taking a few seconds before speaking up.

“I say we wait till the package is in the corpo’s hands. They’ll likely lower their guard, thinking it’s safe once the handover is done.”

The others turned to stare at him, concern coloring their expressions. Only when Ricardo smacked his knee and broke into a fit of laughter did the tension in the room die out.

“The newbie doesn’t give a damn.” Marcel chuckled.

“I… think I’m getting old,” Mattia said, smiling.

Relief was visible on Gaspard’s face as he exhaled. “The pay is great and all, but it’s nothing compared to the doors it would open to us. Not just better gigs, but gear and enhancements as well.”

“Yeah, we get it already.” Ricardo waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t need to sell it to us.”

“Alright,” Mattia took out a pack of cigarettes and stared at it. After a second of hesitation, he sighed and put it away. “We might be short on time but we still need a plan.”

A holographic map appeared at their center and the cohort began discussing their options. Dante listened attentively, only voicing his opinion when asked. The others had their own thoughts about the gig, but he himself didn’t care all that much. Eidolon being involved was enough to make him interested, and if it allowed him to mess with them, that was all the reason he needed. 
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The sun had long since dived behind the horizon, casting a dark veil on Neo-Vatra. Such megacities didn’t sleep through the night, however. One could say that their true form only appeared once the sky grew dark.

Gaspard’s crew were already in position, waiting for Jerome Barberin to make an appearance. They split into three teams: Ricardo with Gaspard, Maria with Marcel, and Dante with Mattia. Though each team had their role to play, they all kept a certain distance from the drop point to avoid alerting the target.

The corpos were clearly trying to deal with the matter in secrecy. It is likely for that reason why they opted to hire a merc instead of using a normal delivery service, and the same went for why they chose a rundown warehouse in the outskirts as the drop point, in an area that was almost as dead as the desert outside the city walls.

“Still nothing?” Mattia asked.

[Yup.] Ricardo spoke over the crew’s com channel. [This Jerome fellow sure lacks manners.]

The agreed time was fast approaching yet neither the deliverer nor the recipient had appeared so far. Being early wasn’t a requirement in such deals, but being late was far from a good sign.

“What a pain…”

Mattia clicked his tongue for the umpteenth time. His finger rapped the steering wheel and the frown on his face spoke of his growing irritation. Dante sat beside him in silence, doing his best to ignore the nervousness gnawing at him. They had been parked under that crumbling bridge for a while now and that was starting to get to them, especially the older man.

“You think they changed the location?” Dante asked.

“Let’s hope that’s the case.”

The job smelled fishy from the start so it was no secret that most of the crew wanted to avoid taking it on. If the targets decided to change plans, it would mean the intel they received was faulty, giving them a valid reason for failing to finish the job. That would allow them to keep the advance payment, at the very least. They wouldn’t have to pay a penalty as well.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Another five minutes passed and Mattia’s finger tapping got faster. The sound helped remind Dante of his nervousness, forcing a long sigh out of his lungs. He had an inkling for why his scruffy senior was on edge so after bearing with it for some time, he decided to bring it up.

“You out of smokes or something?”

Mattia froze as if just noticing his jittery state. He leaned back in his seat and exhaled, saying nothing for a while.

“I’m trying to cut down on the blasted thing.”

“… Seriously?” That was not an answer Dante was expecting.

[You? Quitting the cigs?] Maria’s voice echoed in their ears. [Is the world ending or something?]

“I would be burning packs if that was the case.” Mattia paused, looking up in thought. “I… have a kid on the way.”

The com channel went deathly silent, as if it had completely disconnected.

[Con… Congratulations?]

Gaspard’s confused voice snapped everyone back to reality.

[Wait, really?] Marcel was still in shock.

[I knew it!!!] Maria exclaimed. [Lissa has been acting weird lately!]

[Hold on, I thought you got the snips years ago.] Ricardo asked.

“I got it reversed,” Mattia said, smiling. “It has been on my mind for a while now.”

[Someone is getting in on the years.] Ricardo cackled. [never thought you would want to be a dad.]

“You gotta take life seriously at some point,” Mattia replied.

“Are you going to retire?”

The question came from Dante who, unlike the others, didn’t find the news as exciting. He hadn’t been with the crew for long. Because of that, he didn’t hesitate to ask the obvious.

“Let’s see… If possible, I would like to get a piece of land out in the sticks first. Start my own cricket farm. They say brats raised in the open turn out better than city rats like us.” Mattia stared at the ceiling of his car, his eyes distant, as if imagining how his plan would turn out. He turned to Dante, the corner of his mouth curling up in a half smile. “You need a lot whole lot of money for something like that, and your mate here got none. Banks don’t give folks like us loans so… you’ll be stuck with me for another couple years, at the very least.”

Planning far ahead wasn’t something mercs were used to doing. It wasn’t strange for them to splurge all their earnings in a couple of days. Why save or invest when you don’t know if the next gig will be the last?

Still, Mattia was a veteran with quite a few years under his belt. If it was just for himself, then he probably had more than enough to live a humble life. But it wasn’t just about him anymore. The scruffy nicotine addict had a family now, and with a kid on the way, he likely wants to have enough on hand to give them a good start.

Settling down, meeting someone, starting a family. Those things never crossed Dante’s mind before. He didn’t take on the job thinking he would live long enough to have those things, but maybe he just wasn’t mature enough to consider them. He didn’t plan on dying any time soon, after all.

[If anyone gotta retire, it should be baldy over here.] Ricardo said. [Not sure his legs are gonna… hold on, I think I’m seeing something…]

The change in his tone was so drastic that it immediately put everyone on high alert. 

[What is it?] Gaspard asked.

[Your intel was outdated, boss.]

A message notification popped up on Dante’s OAM, the sender being Ricardo. It was a video of the area around the drop point, though it appeared to have been passed through some filters. A vehicle approached the rundown warehouse without making a sound. It had no wheels and floated about a meter above ground.

[No wonder we didn’t see him coming.] Ricardo clicked his tongue. [The bastard got himself a Magic Mirror.]
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Inside one abandoned warehouse, half of which had long since crumbled, a patch of darkness shimmered then dispersed, the dim light invading from outside reflecting on the glistening surface of a bright red car.

It had no wheels and floated a meter above the ground, effortlessly remaining in one spot without making any sounds or disturbing the dust underneath it.. Anti-gravity modules were rare, but not as much as advanced cloaking systems.

Magic Mirror was one of the best, mostly used in high-end military equipment. One could only wonder how a solo mercenary got his hands on something like that.

The door opened and a man stepped out. Strangely enough, he was dressed in a white tuxedo, complete with a bow tie. He looked left and right, then frowned. Jerome Barberin arrived, and from the looks of it, his client was late.

~[ ]~

“I have a clear shot. Should I take it?”

A red cross marked the head of the smuggler, seen through the scope of a sniper rifle with quite the long barrel. Maria remained perfectly still, her weapon trained on the target as she blended with the darkness filling the inside of an abandoned apartment two thousand meters away.

Two thousand meters in the opposite direction, Gaspard leaned on the steering wheel of his truck, focusing on the footage playing through his OAM.

“Not yet,” He said then looked to his right. “The corpos?”

“I see them, but…” Ricardo said. “You aren’t gonna like this.”

He was leaning back in his seat, his head encased in a bulky headset shaped in a way that wouldn’t mess his mohawk. With a thought he shared the footage captured by another one of his drones, this one placed under an old sign near one of the main roads.

Four trucks drove in the direction of the rundown warehouse. Though they appeared to be unmarked, their clean exterior and the lack of customization spoke of their nature as corporate property.

“They are identical…” Gaspard narrowed his eyes.

The intel they got focused mainly on the smuggler and barely mentioned the recipient. When he heard they were a low-level executive at that corporation, he had assumed they would show up in a more fashionable car instead of an armored vehicle. With how things are, Gaspard began to wonder if they had something planned for their exit.

“Can you see inside?” He asked.

“Nope,” Ricardo answered. “They are perfectly insulated.”

“This… got a lot more complicated…” Gaspard said.

The corpos took steps to ensure the package reached them in secrecy, but that clearly didn’t stop them from taking precautions in case someone tried to steal it once it was in their hands. Even if they didn’t know whether someone was targeting them, the right thing to do would be to assume someone is and act accordingly.

Still, increasing the security level would only hint at the value of the package. Gaspard didn’t think that the gig would be easy, but from the looks of it, their plan would need some adjustment.

“Next thing, Mr. Bond over there will pull out three suitcases out of his trunk.” Ricardo cackled, but only he seemed to find the idea humorous. 

~[ ]~

The convoy made its way to the warehouse and parked inside. Jerome watched as the doors opened and what he assumed to be bodyguards descended. Each one was geared for war, and looking at their bulky frames, it was easy to guess that they went through some physical enhancements.

The guards, all of whom were dressed in black with faces covered with masks, inspected the area for a few seconds and one of them happened to look in the direction one of Ricardo’s drones was hidden, but thankfully he didn’t seem to notice it. They continued with their business like nothing was amiss. A couple of minutes later, the cars opened again and a stereotypical businessman came out, complete with a plain-looking blue suit.

“Took you long enough.” Despite being surrounded by a SWAT team, Jerome wasn’t a fan of being made to wait, even if it was just a few minutes.

“My apologies, gentleman.” The businessman flashed one fake smile. “I assure you we tried to arrive fifteen minutes early, and we would have if not for the… unmaintained roads of this part of the city.”

“I expected you to show up in a helicopter or something.” Shaking his head, the smuggler sighed and turned to his car. “Your package is in the back.”

The trunk opened soundlessly, revealing its contents. Four identical suitcases, all white without a single scratch to distinguish them. Jerome moved aside and gestured toward them. “This should be the part where you inspect the goods and confirm you got what you asked for, but even I don’t know which is the real one and which is the fake.”

“We trust that you would honor our contract.” Said the corpo.

Four of the bodyguards stepped forward and each took a suitcase. Each one would ride one of the trucks, and as a final step, each truck would take a different route back to wherever they came from. Without knowing which of the suitcases was fake, one would have to steal all four to ensure they got the real one.

Jerome watched as the cases were carried to the trucks and for a moment his frown deepened. After much hesitation he decided to just come out and say it.

“I know it’s none of my business and all, but… surely you can give me a hint about that thing.”

“Pretty sure we paid you to not ask questions.” The corpo shook his head with a smile, one slightly more sincere than before. “To be honest, I’m as clueless as you are.”

“Seriously?”

“That man can be… a bit eccentric.”

“Well, our lives are so different they might as well be aliens.” Jerome went silent. A second later, the corners of his mouth curved up slightly. “Well, the weirder they are, the bigger the paychecks you get from them.” He turned around and walked to the front of his car. “You know how to contact me if-”

Coming to a stop, the smartly dressed smuggler whipped his head to the left. He might have noticed it much earlier than any normal human would have, but it was already too late by then.

A crimson fountain erupted, the liquid splashing all over his face and white tuxedo. Right beside him, the corpo grunt he was talking to a second ago was tumbling back, his head reduced to scattering bits of bone and brain. With life blown out of it by an illusive sniper rifle, the headless corpse dressed in blue fell on its back with an audible thud.
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[You got to be kidding me…]

Dante watched with wide-eyed disbelief as the guards took one suitcase after the other out of the red car’s trunk. Ricardo had meant it as a joke when he said it earlier, but there they were—four identical suitcases, one real, three decoys.

A change of plans was needed.

[Maria, get the corpo]

Just as Gaspard said those words, Mattia twisted the ignition key and started the car. Dante grabbed the handle on his side and braced himself. The wheels squealed as Mattia slammed the gas pedal and they took off. A loud bang echoed in their ears at that moment. More followed a second later.

Inside the rundown warehouse, seeing the head of their superior explode, the guards froze for a second. But only for a second. The ones carrying the suitcases took off toward the trucks while the others moved to cover for them. They had no trouble figuring out the bullet’s trajectory, but reacting to it was an entirely different story.

Two more heads popped like water balloons. A third followed then a fourth. Three of the suitcases fell to the ground along with the guards carrying them, and the instant the others tried to pick them up more bullets came flying.

Jerome jumped into his car and was already on his way out. He did activate the Magic Mirror function of his car, but with the blood splattered on its back, he couldn’t go completely invisible. Not that it mattered. He wasn’t one of the targets.

Five of the guards dropped dead right away, two were injured and the rest were able to get into the trucks safely. They still managed to get all four suitcases, but unlike before, two ended up in the same truck.

[I’m tagging them.] Ricardo said. [Go for the one carrying two first.]

Without minding the corpses littering the ground, the trucks began to move. The sniper shots kept coming at set intervals, each hitting the windshield and windows, leaving small cracks without breaking the glass. Two trucks rushed out of the warehouse, but just as the third followed a violent impact sent it off course.

Mattia arrived at the last instant and with a grimace twisting his face he rammed the last truck with his car. The guard driving the second car watched it happen on the side mirror, that’s when a loud thud made him look up. Just when he wondered what could’ve fallen on the roof above him, he looked aside and saw a gun barrel pointed at his head.

There was no need to worry; the truck’s windows were bulletproof so even if someone were to shoot at them at point-blank range, the driver would still be safe. However, that would be the case only if the windows were closed.

Light flashed twelve times and the interior of the windshield was instantly painted red. Both guards sitting at the front were down and the truck crashed a second later. Before that happened, Dante leaped out of the way.

He didn’t give it much thought when he decided to jump from Mattia’s car and onto the corpo’s truck. Ricardo was way ahead of him. Having sneaked one of his drones inside the truck during the chaos, he forced the window open and made things much easier for Dante. 

Dante grabbed a mag from his belt and loaded it in place of the one he dropped to the ground. His gun was a little on the heavy side with a bulky frame painted dark red. It packed quite a punch, and at a close range, it had no trouble piercing through the armor implanted under the guard’s skin.

Another crash shook the silence of the abandoned district. Gunfire echoed for the next few seconds, followed by the booms from several grenades. Though Gaspard had arrived just in time to stop the last car from escaping, he didn’t get the chance to finish off the guards which led to a shoot-out.

Ignoring the noise, Dante made his way to the truck he crashed. The suitcase was right there, its exterior painted with blood and brains. Without a care, he reached inside and grabbed it. That’s when a hand shot up and grabbed his wrist. One of the guards was alive, somehow, and still had enough willpower to point his rifle and pull the trigger.

Bullets rained, but they didn’t come out of the guard’s rifle. Dante was truly startled. Nevertheless, he wasn’t going to lose a quick draw match against someone who already had half of his brain blown out.

After pulling the suitcase out, Dante fired a few more bullets just to be sure. He was just about to turn in the direction Mattia’s car went in when another shootout started. With their truck trapped in the rubble of the abandoned building they crashed into, the guards were forced to come out. There were three of them, and against Mattia alone, they appeared to have the advantage.

The three were careful not to step out into the open where the snipers could get them. They held their ground, hiding behind their truck and firing their guns. It was clear that they had to be smoked out. Dante was going to fill the role when he saw a small drone flying into the building. A second later the interior erupted in flames.

Three figures rushed out of the flames, one leaning against the second while the third carried the suitcases. Mattia held back and allowed them to approach the street. No sooner had they done so than their heads burst into bits one by one.

[Five.] Marcel’s smile could be felt through the com channel.

[Tsk…] His sister, having fallen behind in their sniping game, could only click her tongue.

Mattia stepped out of his hiding spot and faced the burning building.

“Ricardo…” He was already fearful of the state his car was in after ramming it into an armored truck, but now it was covered in flames that wouldn’t die out any time soon. “I’m definitely cutting that mohawk.”

[Haha.] Ricardo laughed nervously. [Sorry pal, we gotta finish this quick.]

Burning his car didn’t just anger Mattia, it also left him and Dante with no escape vehicle. Either way, they already had three suitcases in their possession. Only the fourth remained, and seeing that the shooting had stopped, it appeared that the mission was almost over.
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Gaspard’s truck was about the same size as those used by the guards they had just fought. He brought it to a stop in a nearby intersection, waiting for Dante and Mattia to get on before taking off.

“Mission accomplished!” Said Ricardo. He was still in the process of gathering his drone but didn’t let that get in the way of celebrating their victory.

“I will send you the schematics later,” Mattia said. “You have one week. Better have my car back in shape by then.”

“C’mon, man, you know I had to do it.”

“No, you didn’t.”

Dante listened to the conversation absentmindedly while staring at the suitcase in front of him. He turned it around and wiped the blood covering the locking mechanism.

A small screen displayed a simple number pad. According to the intel they received, to open the white suitcase one has to enter a six-digit pin. The problem was that, if the wrong pin were to be entered three times in a row, the screen would freeze for an entire week. Obviously, no digital lock was safe from hacking, especially ones that provided a standard port for outside connections.

“What’s wrong, kid?” Gaspard asked.

Ricardo and Mattia had gone silent and were giving him strange looks. Realizing they were concerned about him, he tapped his suitcase and smiled.

“Was just wondering if I got the right one.”

The truck was silent for a very long second. Sighing, Mattia wore a faint smile.

“I guess the odds are in my favor.”

He had retrieved two suitcases, after all. That gave him a 50% chance of having picked the right case.

“Nope, it’s definitely the one we got.” Said Ricardo. “Just you wait. I will open it now.”

He put on his headset once more and pulled a cord from its side. He was about to connect it to one of the two ports beside the lock screen on his suitcase when Gaspard grasped his arm.

“Our job is to deliver the suitcase.” He said.

“Exactly.” Ricardo grinned. “It said nothing about decoys, or if we should open them or not.”

Gaspard fixed him with a stern gaze then sighed. “Just… leave no trace. Got it?”

“Alright!”

Beaming with excitement, Ricardo plugged the cord and leaned back in his chair. His smile gradually widened, turning into a grin that reached his ears. In just a couple of minutes, a click was heard from the suitcase.

“Got it!”

He raised his fists in celebration then leaned forward, wiggling his fingers with the same wide grin. Gaspard tried to keep his eyes on the road but couldn’t help glancing beside him. Mattia and Dante peeked their heads, both sharing the Diver’s anticipation.

“Alright, here we go!”

Ricardo opened the suitcase and found… nothing. No, something was indeed inside the suitcase, but it wasn’t anything resembling a relic excavated from some ruins in the wasteland. It was just a simple cylinder made of metal, no different from a tin can.

“It’s a fake!”

Breaking into a fit of laughter wasn’t the reaction the others expected from him. The tin can was probably added to mask the difference in weight between the real suitcases and the decoys.

Two bikes caught up with the truck and settled right behind.

“You’re already opening the goods!!?” Marcel, riding one of the bikes, approached the passenger seat and shouted at mohawk-man. “C’mon! Couldn’t you wait till we got back!!?”

Maria said nothing, apparently still salty about her earlier loss.

“Like hell we’re gonna wait!” Ricardo shot back. “Mattia! Let’s go with yours next!”

“You sure?” Mattia gave Dante a glance. “Shouldn’t you go for his first?”

“I’m betting my whole cut that both of yours are duds!”

“Alright, if both turn out to be decoys, I’m forgetting you cooked my ride.”

“Alright!”

“Wait!” Marcel interrupted. “Stream it to the rest of us, at least!”

Gaspard nodded at the suggestion. It was fine when the first case was opened, but he couldn’t watch the ones in the back and drive at the same time.

“Alright, I get it!”

A drone came flying from the front of the car and landed on the back of the seats. When the filming started, Mattia took the cord from Ricardo’s helmet and plugged it into the suitcase on his lap.

CLICK!

The lock was undone in no time. With a smile, Mattia grabbed the corners of the lid and pulled them up. The instant the contents came into sight, Ricardo pumped his fists and shouted

“Another fake!!!!”

That leaves only two.

“Hey,” Dante spoke up, interrupting mohawk-head’s celebration. “If I win, what do I get?”

The bet those two had involved him by default; if the suitcase he got turns out to be the real one then it could be said that he won as well.

“C’mon, kid, I’m betting on you and you want to steal my prize?”

“Hey, I wouldn’t mind some extra cash.” Dante grinned.

Ricardo paused, staring at him for a moment. Guessing what was going through his mind was far too difficult, seeing that he didn’t have eyes. One could still tell what he was feeling by the way his mouth moved, and when it arched into a grin, it was clear that he was enjoying the whole thing.

“Well, it’s not like I will be the one paying!”

They turned to Mattia and he met them with a resigned sigh.

“Fine,” he scratched the back of his scruffy hair. “I will give you half my share of this gig.”

“Alright! Let’s go ahead and open it now!”

Though Mattia still had one more suitcase, he didn’t mind and let them continue. Ricardo pulled the cord and tossed it in Dante’s hand, the latter plugging it into the suitcase right away. The hacking began, and just
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