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  DISCLAIMER

  
  




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, real organizations, or real events is purely coincidental.




This book is a dark cyberpunk novel intended for older teen and adult readers. It contains a multitude of dark and triggering themes are listed below. You may use them as tags, in addition to keeping them in mind before reading the book.

This novel contains

graphic violence, 

blood, 

body horror, 

trauma, 

psychological abuse, 

references to child experimentation, 

death, 

grief, 

substance use, 

suicide, 

and themes of identity loss and dehumanization. 




Reader discretion is advised.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




In 2050, the greatest minds of humanity gathered on neutral territory, in Antarctica, to put an end to global conflicts. The solution proved radical: the creation of a single regulating force. Thus the Roots came into being—weapons fashioned after medieval artifacts: a sword, a shield, a whip, and others.




Emboldened by their success, the scientists created twelve such instruments in different forms. Their defining property was the ability to subjugate the cybernetics within the human body. The moment a Root touched an enemy, implants, prosthetics, and even entire combat robots bent to the will of its wielder. In the age of flourishing cybernetics, this discovery became a global threat.




The desire for peace turned into war. A fratricidal slaughter began for the right to possess the Roots. Four decades of bloodshed destroyed the old world, and new cities had to be built on the ruins of the old. Most of the Roots were lost in the chaos.




After the war, under pressure, the powers signed a declaration renouncing armies. Private military companies took their place. The mightiest of them was the Hotima Corporation it possessed no fewer than three Roots, and power over Eurasia.




The Roots became a symbol of absolute power. For them, people were willing to kill, sell their own mother, or give up their soul.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The year 2130. New Tokyo.




A dark, smoke-filled bar. The neon letters of a news headline barely cut through the multicolored haze: THE LOCATION OF A NEW ROOT HAS BEEN DISCOVERED!

“Breaking news,” the journalist was saying, her voice rising, almost breaking into a shout as the last traces of professionalism slipped away. “Our sources report the discovery of the seventh Root. It appears to be an ancient Japanese blade—a katana. Our editorial team is currently negotiating permission to accompany the expedition.”

The bar erupted into discussion. Only two figures remained still: a girl with a short bob and red horns, and a man in a leather jacket with purple hair.




The man stood and walked out, casting a glance at the girl. She waited until he disappeared, then followed, her confidence unshaken. Outside, with a light motion of her right hand—one that almost, but not quite, betrayed its non organic nature, she adjusted her hair and headed toward the man smoking in the shadows.

“Baby,” he said with a smirk, “don’t you want to have some fun?”

She tilted her head and smiled, almost predatorily. She had spent the entire evening drifting through his line of sight, moving almost hypnotically wherever his eyes wandered, so a proposition like that did not unsettle her.

“Come on, sweetheart…” She wrapped her arms around him, leaned close to his ear, and hissed, “Disgusting.”




Cold steel pierced his back. The man collapsed onto the asphalt. The girl wiped the katana’s blade clean and slid it back into its sheath. She was lucky that, in recent years, fashion had turned blades into a common accessory; girls and transgender people wore them to project strength. Almost always, they were plastic imitations, and the victim had not taken her weapon seriously.

After dragging the body into a bag, she cursed.

“A wineskin of bones and meat.”

It was too heavy. Leaving the bag in the shadows, Rei returned to the bar.

“Hey, Ivan, lend me a cart!” she said brightly, slapping the counter.

“Mori Rei! Well, look who’s come to my humble establishment! Of course, take it,” the bartender replied cheerfully, then shouted something toward the kitchen behind the bar.

“I’ll bring it back later. Or someone will, on my behalf. Okay?” Rei called over her shoulder, catching hold of the cart for hauling beer barrels from the waiter who had rushed over at the owner’s shout.

“No problem, sweetheart. Want a drink?”

“Another time. I’m working.”

“Just tell me. Has blood been spilled here too?” Ivan’s tone turned sadder, touched by a quiet grief.

“Afraid so,” she tossed back indifferently, wheeling the cart out into the cool night.




Mori loaded the bag onto the cart and dragged it carelessly behind her through the streets, knowing a scene like this would raise no questions in such a lively part of the city. Night hummed through the streets of New Tokyo. Billboard lights screamed about discounts and new products, the crowd churned, and the city lived without sleep. Mori had grown used to sights like this from the moment she first arrived, so she merely shoved passersby aside with her cart while lighting a cigarette.

Rei rolled the cart into the client’s penthouse. Two guards stopped her.

“All weapons,” one of them said, brief but firm.

“As you wish.” She handed over the katana, the knives, and a chrome-plated pistol. The sack remained in the cart.

“Hey, George, I brought the one you asked for,” she said, pushing the squeaking cart forward.

“Oh, finally!” George pursed his lips into a pout. “I’ve transferred the money, but you’ll get the documents only after confirmation.”




He snapped his fingers, and people in white coats entered the room. Mori only let out a heavy sigh. George was a frequent client, and he had an exhausting love for all kinds of pomp meant to emphasize his status, even though he himself was merely a middleman among the city’s larger powers and operatives like Mori.

George’s staff quickly conducted their examination right on the spot, checking fingerprints, the chip, the eyes, and the serial numbers of the victim’s implants.

“This is him,” one of them said with a nod.

“Excellent!” George handed over a folder, looking at Mori from behind his yellow-tinted glasses. There was a dark curiosity in his eyes. Rei paid it no mind, taking it for yet another display of her employer’s theatrics.

Rei took the folder, retrieved her weapons, and stepped toward the panoramic window.

Well… as much as I didn’t want to, I had to. All for this, she thought, casting an eager glance at the folder.




The cybernetic parts of her body activated: the skin along the lower half of her face split open, revealing an embedded red demon mask with yellow teeth. Burn scars stretched across her cheeks. Her right arm detached, shot forward, and latched onto a neighboring building. Rei lunged after it, running along the walls and leaping from one structure to the next.

From below, someone watched her flight in awe, though cybernetics had long since ceased to surprise anyone. Reaching her apartment, Rei landed on the balcony, reattached her arm with a distinct click, and stepped inside.

“Curtains,” she commanded.

The windows sealed shut, and soft lighting came on. A small robot helped her undress. Rei sank into the bath and then, naked, fell asleep. For her, it was a ritual — with her line of work, it was hard to trust even a place of residence, so she tried to convince herself this way that her small den was safe.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Waking up, Rei silently got out of bed. The apartment came to life: the curtains slid open, the kettle hissed in the kitchen. The same robot immediately rolled up to her.

“Morning, Alfred,” the girl said, stretching lazily as she looked at her metallic companion. Her voice was steady, giving no sign that she had just woken up, though a morning rasp had settled into her already rough tone.

“Greetings. What would you like?” he replied in a mechanical voice.

Rei could have replaced his voice module long ago, but she had grown used to that plain, artificial sound. The module had come included, and it had been almost the main reason Mori bought the robot—she had found it far too amusing.

“Just tea today. I’m heading to a café,” Mori answered lazily, walking toward the shower.

The hum of electricity tried to imitate a whistle.

“Hey, don’t get cheeky,” Rei said with a smirk after the departing robot.




She transformed. A new outfit: black trousers, a burgundy turtleneck, a leather vest. Then came the most unpleasant part, the one she couldn’t leave the house without: makeup.

Yesterday’s module shift had left marks, exposing the burns and torn tissue on her face. The scars drew more attention than her horns or the sword on her back, so she had to apply her “urban camouflage.” Shift the focus. Redirect the eye. After every mission, heaps of cosmetics vanished into that ritual.

Grinding her teeth, she finished it with bright red lipstick. Now she blended into the crowd.

Stepping out of the bathroom, which also doubled as her makeup studio, she found hot tea already waiting on the table: a gift from a friend from the past, who had recently returned from the forests of China.

“Thanks…” Rei muttered, taking large gulps of the hot tea.




She left her hideout, pausing to look out over the wide street. Today carried the same standard of normalcy for everyone except Mori. For her, it was special: the first real step toward her goal. She adjusted the folder hidden in her inner pocket.

Down in the parking level, she started her motorcycle and sped off toward the southwest district—the Marble Gardens, with their white-paneled buildings and alleys lined with restaurants of every kind.

The wind drove the remnants of sleep from her head, but the memories clung: a recurring nightmare surfacing again and again in her mind. A whitewashed brick corridor. Crimson light in the windows. Long hair. The absence of horns. A shiver down her spine, and then nothing.

At first, it had unsettled her. She didn’t remember any such corridors. Her hair had been short since childhood, and the horns had always been there, as far back as she could remember. But she had grown used to it. Perhaps it was just another punishment for all the blood she had spilled.

She twisted the throttle. Adrenaline drowned out her thoughts. Between the high-rises and the cars, curses rang out from office workers barely avoiding the reckless rider.




On an avenue lined with oaks and apple trees, beneath the shade of summer terraces, she parked. She hid her helmet, activated the alarm, took a few steps, and waved her hand. A soft violet interface appeared before her eyes.

“Call Kent,” she said, scrolling through a social feed.

“Calling,” a refined female voice responded.

“Hello… oh, hey, Rei,” Kent’s voice sounded directly in her ears.

“So how long am I supposed to wait for you?” she replied with familiar reproach, scanning the street for a figure that stood out.

“I’m already close,” he said, a smile audible in his voice.

“I don’t see you…” Mori drawled impatiently.

“Well, look closer!” Open mockery had already crept into his voice.

The call ended. Rei looked around and spotted a tall Black guy with an athletic build and a bright blond afro. Mori broke into a smile, instantly recognizing her beloved brother.

“Hey!~” she called out, drawing it out in an unusually soft, happy voice, and jumped into his arms.

“Long time no see, ‘fearsome killer,’” Kent said, smirking under the weight of her light body.

“Don’t call me that! You know I hate it when people call me a killer!” Rei pouted, pushing her lips into a duck face. The crowd paid no attention to their shouting.

“Alright, alright. Where are we going?” He spread his arms, letting his sister slip out of his embrace.

They walked slowly through the Marble Gardens, chatting lightly. Around Kent, Rei could allow herself to simply be herself. He was nothing like her, but he was her brother. They had been through too much together, and from the moment they ended up on the streets of a brutal megapolis, they had been inseparable.

Kent was tall and well-built, with blond hair and kind, somewhat sad eyes. He and Mori had taken different paths through the city, though they were bound by the same hard past. Rei had stayed on the streets, doing the dirty work of a hired killer, while Kent had managed to settle down, hold two jobs, and even move in with his partner. Still, whenever they could, they supported each other.




Rei quickly steered the conversation toward the reason they had met. Time was running short, and she needed Kent ready. She glanced at the folder, then at her brother, and told him it was about the main objective.

Kent immediately tensed, jerking his head toward her and clamping a hand over his sister’s mouth.

“We can’t talk about this here!” he said anxiously, glancing around.

“Relax. People from the Streets work here. They’re reliable. They’re guarding Kir, after all,” she said irritably, pushing his hand away from her face.

Mori exhaled and silently pointed the way. Kent would not calm down until they were somewhere at least somewhat safe. Not far from there was a restaurant whose owner owed Rei for dealing with the thugs who had been extorting him. Inside, a waitress greeted them. Rei gestured for her to call the manager and quickly resolved the issue of all the tables being reserved.




At the table, Rei pulled out the folder and tossed it onto the surface, contagious excitement burning in her eyes. She had worked toward this for a long time, clinging to every opportunity, every guess, every unreliable rumor. She had set one condition for her high-profile clients: she would take on any job in exchange for reliable information about a Root. That was when the Green Gang had reached out to her through George.

“So, what is it? Damn it, this is interesting!” Kent slapped his palms on the table, already caught up in his sister’s excitement.

Inside, there were only three sheets.

The eager smiles faded from their faces. In an instant, their expressions shifted into mild disappointment.

“So what, only three? That’s it?” Kent drawled sadly.

“It’s classified. Even that so-called ‘breaking’ broadcast on TV was delayed by a week, if the Greens are to be believed. So we’re already lucky!” Rei hissed through her teeth, her expectations far too high for a result like this.

“This won’t be easy…” Kent was clearly disappointed; operations like this required a massive amount of information to build a safe plan.

“If we want to gather and protect the others, we’ll do it!” A spark of anger flashed in Rei’s voice. She had never been prone to melancholy; more often, she simply lashed out.

Her brother only smiled sadly. He clearly didn’t like it, but wherever his sister went, he followed. This hotheaded fool needed someone by her side, someone who could protect her from herself.




The first page held a title: the preliminary roster for Hotima’s next expedition to the Root. There were photographs, each marked with names and numbers. One photo glued their attention to the page: a young man, pale as snow, with equally white hair, red eyes, and, most importantly, a halo above his head.

“Damn… no way?!” Kent exhaled, his voice trembling.

“Holy shit. No.” The cry tightened in Mori’s throat. Rei’s face went pale, her hands beginning to tremble. The caption under the photo read: Angel.

“What is that monster doing here?!”

“I… don’t know.” Rei leaned back in her chair. “But I owe him something,” she said, calming slightly, though her hands still trembled with phantom memories of the past.

For years, she had tried to forget what had happened back then, but some things could never be erased.

“Have you lost your mind?! That’s our brother! Do you remember what he did? How loyal he was to Father? Who knows how strong he is now?!” The voice of reason in their tandem spoke up, entirely justified.




Rei stayed silent. “This will be difficult,” she thought, not even fully remembering what exactly would make it so.

“Let’s think about that later, okay?” She rubbed the bridge of her nose and, with a heavy sigh, leaned back over the table to turn the page.

“You look at the rest… I need to breathe for a second. You can see for yourself.” Kent glanced at his right shoulder, where solid stone had begun to form over the skin. His implant had activated automatically from fear.

He pulled out a gel packet and drank it. Whenever he got nervous, his stomach started to hurt.

“Alright. I’ll finish reading for now.” She took the folder and began scanning the sparse paragraphs on the remaining pages.




Next came notes about an expedition in China. Some ecologists had accidentally come across a Root deep in the forests and tried to retrieve it. The attempt had failed. The Root was guarded by unknown robots, their combat rating marked as S.

Mori knew of only about sixteen people and machines in the entire world with such a rating. The S classification itself was terrifying: one individual of that rank could match the destructive power of entire regiments. And here, the documents gave no specifics. Were all the robots of that rank, or had the group been assessed as a whole? What were their combat tactics? Their weapons? None of it was there. In front of the Root stood an invisible wall.

“So what is it?” Kent mumbled, struggling with heartburn.

“If we don’t die, we’ll become the strongest,” Rei exhaled sarcastically. “Living Legends like Pinky and Alfa…”

“Is it really that bad?” His look was almost puppy-like, as if he were already ready to give up right here and now. She nodded.

“Damn… keep going.” 

The next page turned out to be almost empty.

“What the… nothing?!”

“Same here,” Rei said, tossing the sheet to her brother.

“Name: Adam Link. The only survivor of the first expedition. Held at Hotima’s Northern Office,” he mumbled.

“Well, of course those bastards are involved.” Mori wrinkled her nose. Hotima was a terrifying force. You could say they ruled the western part of the world. The last time Rei had crossed paths with them, they had hired thugs from the Green Gang. She still flinched at the sight of pink hair in a crowd.

“Are you sure you still want to take this on?” Kent crossed his arms over his stomach, fighting the heartburn. “There’s nothing here we can really rely on, and without that survivor, we won’t even get the actual location of the Root. If Hotima is keeping him, there must be a serious reason…” He tried to stay calm, deliberately lowering his voice.

“What do you think?”

“I suggest we break in.” Rei snapped photos of the pages and sent them to someone. “You’re right. We need information to move forward, and this survivor looks like a jackpot. If we manage to take the only source of information from our main competitor, that plays right into our hands.”

“Are you out of your mind? That’s Hotima!” He leaned forward, hands planted on the table, fists clenched. “Breaking in there, kidnapping someone, and getting out—that’s insanity!” Kent’s whisper sounded like a shout.

He didn’t know his sister had already crossed paths with Hotima once. She had not wanted him to worry about her again. Though even to Rei, it sounded like the heist of the century.

“And how else are we supposed to get the Root’s coordinates? We take this guy, and we get a guide.” Irritation trembled in her voice. She didn’t understand why Kent was backing out at the last moment. Yes, it was dangerous, but it was only a regional office. Security should be light. Hotima’s military response time would give them a window to escape. And they weren’t just thugs. They were professionals.

“Listen, we’re not going to break through. I…” He fell silent, lowering his gaze, unable to look his sister in the eyes. “I won’t be able to protect you. Not this time.”

Somehow, he managed to lift his sad eyes to Rei.

“So the Mountain himself says he can’t protect someone?” Rei smirked, excitement and hurt mixing in her tone. “You promised: where I go, you go. And now, when we finally know what to do, you’re backing down? We’ve been talking about this for years. If not this, then what? How else are we supposed to gather everyone and protect them?”

She was angry now, shouting, baring her teeth. It sounded like betrayal, even though she knew Kent would never be as reckless as she was.




At that moment, the waiter rolled in with a massive cart. In a burst of anger, Rei snatched a steak the size of her face from the table and bit into it, tearing through the fibers of the juicy veal.

“I’m just starving as hell!” she shouted with her mouth full, though her voice had softened.

“Yeah, there it is. That explains everything.” Kent started eating too, his expression easing.




As they ate, the world narrowed to the plates and the taste. It was their calmest moment of the day.

When the dishes were finished, Rei once again insisted on kidnapping Adam. Kent tried to rein her in, but the voice of reason was drowned out by the chance to make their dream real. In the end, he had to give in. He gave a reluctant nod as he finished his meal, and Mori immediately began praising her brother with reckless enthusiasm.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Leaving the restaurant, they headed into the dark, narrow alleys threading through the gleaming façade of the Marble Gardens, toward their improvised base.

The moment they reached the “back” of the Marble Gardens, the familiar grayness surrounded them again: cheap paint, ventilation shafts, exposed AC lines. Only the sky remained the same—overcast and gray.




Colossal amounts of money flowed through New Tokyo, but the entire city—except for the rare districts owned by the powerful—remained a ghetto. A grim principle ruled here, once spoken by the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Japanese Empire: high technology, low quality of life.

True, he had said it about the empire’s economic enemies, turning a blind eye to the problems of his own people. More than half the population lived below the poverty line, surviving however they could. This gave rise to street gangs, underground workshops, and lone craftsmen who, for decent money, did poor work.

In a world where everyone had cybernetic implants and maintenance cost a fortune, the underground thrived. If you were unlucky enough to break a leg at the entrance of some company, they’d replace it with an implant, saying, “It’s more reliable this way,” and a year later the leg would stop bending and display a message: License expired. To continue operation, please renew your subscription.

That was when you had to go to those who could hack or replace the implant.

Or if you got robbed and the police just shrugged, you could promise a gang a cut, and everything would be returned the next day, while the robbers turned up somewhere in the wastelands outside the city. If you had a seizure at home, you’d better know a lone mechanic from the next building over, because you didn’t have insurance.

If there was a need, someone would appear to fulfill it—especially when no one else cared.




Reaching the spire-like skyscraper, they checked for surveillance. Once they were sure everything was clear, they went inside. Then came the routine steps: elevator, lobby, door 314.

Stepping calmly inside, Rei called out, “Hey, Kir!” Mori drawled, jumping onto the couch.

“Yeah, yeah, hi,” came a calm voice from deeper inside the apartment. “Did you convince him?”

The voice grew clearer as a young guy stepped out from behind a door. Short, thin, long messy black hair, dark circles under his eyes. This was Kir, an old friend of Rei and Kent, and the group’s brain.

“Where’s he gonna go?” Rei smiled viciously, patting the couch, inviting one of them to sit.

“You mean you planned this in advance?!” Kent shouted as if someone had just stolen a few million yen from him, then sat down next to his sister, looking at her with the most offended expression.

“Sorry. You were the most stubborn one.” Rei pouted.

“Ugh… fine. Let’s talk about the plan. I hope at least you can talk some sense into her,” Kent sighed, still offended, and turned his attention to Kir, who was scrolling through photos of the documents on his communicator.

“No problem,” Kir said, as always without emotion. He walked up to the table, waved his hand over it, and a hologram of the city lit up.

“District No. 6.” The map shifted to the required point. “There, in the central building, they’re holding your Adam Link, if the documents are accurate. We’ll have to enter from the air. Hotima’s security protocol hasn’t changed in about ten years. It all locks from the bottom up.”

Kir was a hacker working with one of the gangs, skilled enough to be entrusted with jobs like stealing data from corporations on Hotima’s level. Kent tensed noticeably. He was the only one who couldn’t move through the air.

“But I anticipated that too,” Kir said, pulling out a folder with instructions. “This is your scenario. Read it.”

He handed over the folder, then turned to Rei.

“And you, Miss ‘Let’s Just Kick the Door In’… no improvisation. Don’t even think about it.”

For a moment, he stepped out of his emotionless mask and shot Rei an angry look. That was how they had met in the first place. Mori had worked as Kir’s guard in a gang for some time, and they had often gotten into trouble because of her impulsiveness.

“Alright, alright,” Rei nodded, though stubbornness was clear in her voice.

Kir brought up a list of timings on the screen.

“We need to strike from two flanks and reach the upper floors unnoticed. The most important thing is synchronization. A one-second mistake, and everything falls apart. And we simply won’t make it out of there,” he said, sending the timings over to the girl.

Rei scrolled through the documents on her interface and suddenly bared her teeth.

“Angel… damn it, Angel!” She pulled her hand away from her face and closed the documents. Her emotions tangled together: anger, pain, fear.

“Do you think he’ll be there?”

A weight settled over the room. Kir looked away.

“In that case… if he is there… we’ll try to get out,” he said, though his shoulders dropped. “And if there’s no way out, we blow the building to hell. The main thing is that you don’t engage him. I don’t know how he’s connected to Hotima or what his internal rank is. But if everything you’ve told me about him is true, any direct confrontation with him is death.”




Silence covered the room. Even the air felt heavier.

The lump in Kent’s throat came first. He remembered. Much better than Rei did. He hadn’t tried to forget. None of them were a match for Angel. There would be no chance in a direct clash—not for Rei, not for any of their siblings.

“But we’ll manage, right?” Rei raised her gaze.

“Yes,” they all answered in unison, even though their tone suggested otherwise.

Kir continued.

“So. From opposite flanks, we catch the guards off guard. Cameras are the main thing—avoid them. If they can positively identify you, our advantage is gone. People, if necessary, eliminate. No witnesses. Code for extracting Adam: a fire alarm. If you hear a double signal, run.”

“Understood,” Rei said, focused. It was as if an aura of determination radiated from her. “Do we have exact information on where the hostage is being held?”

Kir frowned, his thick brows drawing together, and tapped the table panel again. The map disappeared, replaced by file icons. He opened one of the documents.

“I checked open channels and that internal mail we got back then. This is all there is. Somewhere among the laboratory wards, a new patient was admitted a couple of days ago.”

“Alright. But what about how we’re getting in? We need to be synchronized and fast. I’m fine—speed is my specialty—but how are you going to do it? And synchronization is a nightmare on its own,” Rei noted, casually waving her hands.

Kir was the type who thought through absolutely everything and loved showing it off. So Rei simply gave him a reason to.

Kir smirked slyly and pulled out a massive steel case from under the table, marked with an aerial hazard symbol. Rei’s eyes widened, she held her breath, leaning closer to the table. A loud click, and the case opened. Inside, four magnetically polarized implants, designed to be embedded into the feet. Rare military-grade implants with two modes, levitation or surface attraction. Experienced users could accelerate by switching modes on the fly. 

“Oh my god!” Rei could barely contain her excitement. “Where did you get these? A year ago I would’ve done anything just to get my hands on them!”

“Trade secret,” Kir smirked. “But we’ll need specialists to install them,” he added pragmatically, already satisfied with the reaction to his find.

“Kir, I have a lot of connections, but not that kind,” Rei said, straining her mind trying to recall someone suitable.

“And you?” Kir looked at Kent, who was still carefully reading the documents.

“Huh? I… don’t,” he answered, distracted.

“Wonderful!” Kir shook his head. “When it’s time to fry someone, you’ve got a hundred people owing you. But when it’s something serious, no one’s got anything.”

“Sorry, but I wasn’t planning on going under the knife. And anyone even remotely connected to implants always pays their debts on time,” Rei snapped, then immediately cooled down, as if doused with cold water. Kir had tried for her and had done something nearly impossible by getting these ‘devices’.




Kir sighed, rubbed the bridge of his nose, and stepped away from the table. He dropped onto the couch next to Rei and began scrolling through his contact list.

Mori pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket and lit one. With a heavy exhale, she released a cloud of smoke that filled the room. Her thoughts would not let her go, and they were far from pleasant.

As soon as Kent caught the smell of the strong cigarettes, he pulled himself away from the documents and shot her a displeased look. He had never approved of her smoking, especially around him.

Rei stepped out onto the balcony, the entrance to which was farther back behind the couch.




There, in the fresh air, her thoughts finally loosened. The effort of persuading Kent and listening to Kir’s plan had compressed her feelings to a breaking point. She thought about many things, but first and foremost about Angel.

What were the chances he would be there? What would she have to do if he attacked her? Had Angel changed, or had they finally broken him?

She raised her eyes to the sky, and her expectations were confirmed. Gray clouds stretched above her, long settled in place with no intention of leaving. In her peripheral vision, she could see towering skyscrapers piercing the endless gray, revealing a clear blue sky only to those lucky enough to live in their penthouses. Taking one last drag, she flicked the cigarette butt off the balcony.

At that moment, Kir called out to her.

“Hey! Get over here!” he shouted.

Mori pushed the balcony door open with a wide motion.

“I booked us an appointment with a specialist for tomorrow!”

* * *

Dream




Rei came to in the middle of a wooden office. Paintings that looked as if they had been stolen from a museum, large oak shelves packed with documents, a man sitting behind a massive desk. Mori wanted to look up at him, but her body would not obey.

That was when she understood. This was one of those dreams.Mori was trapped inside someone else’s body and could only feel what that girl was feeling.

Usually, Mori’s dreams were semi-lucid and always took place in locations she had once been. But in these dreams, she never knew where she was and could do nothing.

The man with the blurred face was saying something. Rei heard everything as if underwater, waves of sound barely reaching her ears. She could distinguish only the tone. It was calm, deliberately calm.

What she felt from the one whose body she occupied was fear.

She knew she was being scolded. She had let someone down.

* * *

The next day




Rei arrived first. Speed limits had never applied to her.

According to Kir’s data, the entrance was in the basement of a worn-out twelve-story building that looked half-ruined at first glance. The idea of trusting her body to an unknown specialist did not appeal to her, and the place of operation, if Kir was to be believed, inspired even less confidence.

Finding the block, Rei stopped. There were more buildings matching the description here than ones that did not: patches made from sacks filled with something loose, rusted metal sheets, stretched tarps. People living in the ruins did whatever they could to protect their meager homes from the weather and keep at least some warmth inside.




The moment Rei got off the bike, a group of kids, no older than eleven, darted out from around the corner. They laughed loudly and seemed to be playing, but that childish joy made her wary. While she had been riding, the area had been wrapped in gray silence. Now, suddenly, there were children—and loud ones at that.

The kids ran up as if they had accidentally bumped into her and were already about to jump back with apologies when Rei grabbed one of them by the arm.

“Hold it right there, you little thief!” Rei barked.

She wasn’t angry. The boy had tried to snatch something valuable. A lesson was needed. Would it be a good one? Probably not. She decided to teach them anyway.

“Ma’am! What are you doing? I was just playing and accidentally ran into you! I wanted to apologize, and you grabbed me! I didn’t do anything!” the boy babbled, trying to appeal to pity. Rei smirked slyly.

“You know, kid, I used to pull the same tricks. So either you don’t know your target audience, or you’ve got no experience,” Rei lectured, not letting go of the boy’s hand. He was dressed in a grimy gray T-shirt and a torn plaid shirt.

With her other hand, she caught another boy by the wrist, this one wearing glasses and standing a couple of steps away.

“Empty your pockets. Or should I do it for you?” She nodded toward the katana on her back, keeping the same smile.

The boy grew nervous, sweat forming on his face.

“Here! Just don’t kill me!” The second boy held out a wallet that looked suspiciously like Rei’s.

But she wasn’t going to fall for that. If you got caught and wanted to keep your haul, you had to give something else instead.

“Kid, I’m not joking. You value your life?” Rei said quietly, adding just a little more fear.

The second boy went pale and collapsed, fainting.

“Here, take it,” said a girl Rei had not noticed at first.

Rei had tracked every transfer of the wallet between the boys, but she had not managed to catch how it ended up with the girl standing slightly aside.

“Wow. Thanks for the honesty.” Rei raised an eyebrow. The trick had been good. If it had been anyone else, the kids would have gotten away with it. Even Mori had missed the final pass.

She let go of the boy in the cap and took the wallet from the girl. He immediately started talking.

“Miss, please don’t hold it against us! We’re forced to do this. Our parents are poor. Sometimes we don’t even have enough to eat!” He dropped to his knees. “I beg you, give us some money for food!”

The others joined in with a pitiful chorus.

“Please…”

“Not buying it. Put more soul into your ple-e-e-ase. Money goes to the skilled, not the ones who just organize,” Rei said coldly, looking straight into the first boy’s eyes.

Realizing it was hopeless, his expression changed instantly. The pitiful look vanished, replaced by irritation.

“Bitch! You old hag, let’s go! And someone grab Richie!” he shouted roughly and turned away from Rei. “Bitch!” he yelled again as he walked off.




Rei pressed her lips together for a moment, her hand itching to knock some sense into him, but she held back, remembering her own first “free” months. She swallowed the insult, only slightly irritated by the “old hag.”

She decided to call out to the girl. After all, she had said money went to the skilled, and the girl’s trick had indeed been impressive.

“Hey! Girl, wait,” she called out.

The girl with violet braids turned around and ran up. Her purple hair had been lost in the general commotion earlier; the trick had drawn more attention. Rei leaned toward her.

“Do you need something, miss?”

“Yeah. Here.” Rei held out a ten-thousand-yen bill. The girl lit up with joy, her eyes sparkling. “But I’ve got two questions.”

“What are they? I’ll answer if I know!” the girl said in one breath, almost in a trance.

“First, what’s your name? Second, where did you lose your arm?”

At first glance, both of the girl’s arms looked real, but the right one differed slightly in size and movement. Rei’s instincts hadn’t failed her this time either.

“My name is Meigir, but everyone calls me Mei. And the arm… I’m surprised you noticed! I didn’t have it from birth. If you’re asking about the prosthetic, my sister found it in a dump under the protection of some organization.”

Rei thoughtfully turned the bill between her fingers.

“Name the organization exactly, and you’ll get an extra thousand,” she said.

Something unpleasant stirred in Mori’s memory: the outline of a familiar logo.

“Yes!” Mei’s eyes lit up, then narrowed as she thought. “I think… Pacificator. Or Pacifikator.”

“Here.” Rei added another thousand and placed the money into the girl’s hand. 

The name hit like a jolt of electricity. Pacificator. A word that had been written all over the walls of the place they had been forced to call home. Rei felt as if she were falling into a bottomless pit of memories, trying to grasp some connection in the flood of thoughts and emotions.




At that moment, Kir walked up behind her and slapped her on the backside. The sudden contact made Rei, still frozen in her bent posture while talking to the girl, flinch, stumble back, and drop to the ground. Instinctively, she pulled out her gun and aimed it at whoever had disrupted her fragile balance.

“Oh, it’s you, Kir!” Rei said with relief, as if all the thoughts that had been tormenting her vanished at once, and she holstered the gun again.

“Yeah, catching you in that position was quite the sight!” Kir exclaimed, barely holding back laughter. Rei had been bent forward at a ninety-degree angle so her face was level with Mei’s.

“Shut up!” Rei grumbled, offended. It was meant to sound serious, but came off almost cute instead. “Let’s go already to your specialist. I don’t like this place.”

“Alright, alright,” Kir drawled, still smiling.




They descended into the suspicious basement. Passing through a narrow corridor, they ended up before a massive door made of copper or brass. It looked as if it weighed a ton. Kir stepped forward and pressed the handle.

They found themselves in a basement room made of the same metal. Rails stretched across the ceiling, along which a small robot moved. After a few seconds, it projected the hologram of a mascot: an anthropomorphic wolf controlling all the systems in the room.

The basement itself was not large. In the back stood a chair and an old-fashioned couch, as if stolen from a pre-war museum. A short girl with neatly tied hair sat in the chair, focused on something behind a screen. When she finished and placed her tool on a small table, she turned around, noticed them, and immediately jumped to her feet.

The next moment, she was already running toward them with incredible speed, her eyes shining. Rushing up almost right next to Rei, the girl suddenly shook her head, then fixed her gaze on her. She began circling around Rei, examining her from all sides as if trying to memorize every detail.

Rei froze. In her life, she was used to strange attention, but she had never encountered a reaction like this. She didn’t even have time to respond. She just stood there in shock, letting herself be examined.

“Hey, Nancy!” Kir deliberately raised his voice to draw the girl’s attention and hint that it was impolite to stare at a guest like that the moment she stepped inside.

“Oh, right!” Nancy exclaimed loudly. “Hello, girl approximately one hundred sixty-seven centimeters tall, with a B-cup, two cybernetic implants, chronic sleep deprivation, and anemia! I’m Nancy!” she said just as energetically, clearly trying to hide her curiosity and clearly failing.

“H-hello. I’m Rei,” the girl replied, stunned.

“Hey to you too, Kir! Long time no see! So this is her? The one you told me about?” Nancy tilted her head, staring at Kir.

“Yes. As you already know, this is Rei, one of the most promising killers of our time,” Kir said without much interest and headed toward the couch.

Nancy watched Rei in fascination until she noticed Kir had already settled in.

“Rei, do you mind if I go first?” Kir said, already knowing the answer.

“No. Actually, I’d prefer that. I’ll see how she works. Sorry for the distrust,” Rei said, slightly embarrassed.

“I understand,” Nancy replied sharply and darted behind the curtain. From there, she pulled out a large metal case, then several canisters and tools.

“Kir, you’ve been here before. You know the procedure,” she said, focused.

“Yes, of course,” Kir answered, signing a holographic document. He took off his shoes and lay down on the couch.




Nancy connected him to canisters of anesthetic and oxygen. She put on a mask, latex gloves, protective glasses, and a surgical covering. She checked the tools. Not a single flaw. Then she pulled a chair and table closer to the patient’s legs and began the operation.

Rei settled onto a bench near the entrance. She watched Nancy working over Kir, but her thoughts drifted elsewhere.

The girl with violet braids. The word Pacificator.

In her memory, like shapes rising from darkness, came fragments of nightmares she had tried to forget. Childhood memories, blurred, yet just as frightening. Pacificator.

That word had been on the walls, on the uniforms of those who had chased them on the day the children first found themselves in the cruel city. But that came later. Now her thoughts were tied to walls—white metallic walls of a single room that had stayed with her far too clearly.

The training room. She had often been there, learning to use implants, to walk again, and to follow orders without question. In that room, the word had been formed on the ceiling by bright lamps.

Mori sank deeper into the memory, but instead of images, only emotions surfaced: a small girl lying on the cold floor, the piercing light of the word Pacificator illuminating another failure. Emptiness. Disappointment. The acceptance of the inevitable.

And then the light was blocked by a silhouette. A shadow that pursued her in the vilest way. Father. Then came pain, humiliation, and surrender.




“Hey!” A loud voice pulled Rei out of the trance. It was Nancy.

“Are you okay?” she asked, noticing the empty, distant look in her guest’s eyes.

“Yeah, just thinking,” Rei replied shortly, making it clear the subject shouldn’t be pushed any further.

“Well, alright. I’m done with Kir. He’s already coming out of the anesthesia. If you want, I can move him to another room while I work on you?” Nancy’s voice carried open excitement, a desire to move on to the next operation as quickly as possible.

“No. Don’t touch him. Let him come to on his own,” Rei cut her off.

She glanced at the clock and realized she might have been sitting in a daze for over an hour.

“I’ll step outside for now,” she added with a strained smile.

“Sure, no problem!” Nancy exclaimed and immediately rushed to the table, cleaning the instruments with excessive energy.




Rei opened the brass door, which turned out to be lighter than it looked, and climbed back up to the surface. She took a deep breath, exhaled heavily, and pulled a pack of cigarettes from her pocket.

For years, the media had tried to label smoking as “backwardness.” Propaganda insisted that cigarettes should disappear, replaced by new ways of consuming nicotine, from vapes to built-in implants capable of processing almost anything into nicotine. But devoted smokers and old-fashioned companies had held their ground, pushed back against the ban, and refused to give up the market.

Rei gradually came back to herself as the smoke scratched unpleasantly at her throat. She managed to push the wave of memories back into the far corners of her mind.

But one question from her childhood remained. The one she could not answer even after all these years.

Why had that bastard always been around her? She had thought about it for a long time. For some reason she could not understand, their “Father” had always given her more attention—if that was what it could be called. Endless experiments. Training twice as often as the others. Certain tests that were performed only on her.

And what she hated most: the conversations about dreams. Every morning, he would ask what she had dreamed and write it down. Edison, another of her brothers, the oldest of the group and the one who had joined the program later than the others, once said he had overheard Father telling someone about Mori’s dreams during a call.

She had never understood why they interested him so much. She still could not explain it. She did remember that sometimes, after the dreams that especially interested him, her head would ache badly.

After growing up in the city, she continued searching for answers. The internet offered an endless number of possible explanations for strange dreams: clone illness, various medications, schizophrenia, night terrors. Even simple stress, alcohol, and evil spirits in her implants. Mori did not believe in any of them. They all felt too pale, too distant from her. She knew it was all unlikely. Her strange dreams had always been there.




While Rei smoked, she noticed a familiar face. It was the same girl she had given money to. The child was hiding around the corner, watching her, which made Rei uneasy.

“Hey!” Rei shouted, annoyed by the fact that she was being watched. “Come out. I can see you anyway.”

She took one last drag, dropped the cigarette butt to the ground, and crushed it under her shoe.

“Y-yes, miss,” Meigir said guiltily, lowering her gaze as she stepped closer. “Sorry… I saw you and wanted to know what you were doing here.”

She spoke sincerely. There was no point in lying to Rei.

“Nothing,” Rei said irritably. “Go away before I get angry.”

Rei nodded toward the handle of the pistol sticking out from under her jacket. She had meant it as a joke, but Meigir took it far too seriously.

Panicking, she dashed past Rei into the basement, toward Nancy’s workshop, and started banging on the metal door.




Less than ten seconds later, Nancy opened it. To Rei’s surprise, watching from the side, Meigir threw herself around Nancy’s neck, crying for help.

“Sister Nan!” the girl sobbed. “I’m sca-ared!” She wiped her eyes with her hands and pointed at Rei, who had already begun descending into the basement. “That lady is scary!” Meigir added, still sniffling. At that moment, Rei really wanted to strangle the little brat.

A thought flashed through her mind. “Who are you calling scary? And since when am I a lady? I’m way too young for that.” That was what irritated her the most. By the time Rei came down, Nancy had calmed the girl, who was now hiding behind her savior’s back.

“How did you manage to scare a kid into hysterics?” Nancy said, not too seriously, clear amusement on her face.

“Me?! She’s the one who’s about to make me cry!” Rei protested indignantly. “That lady.”

“Come on now. Mei, this lady is my client. She’s a good person!” Nancy said cheerfully.Rei tried not to show that the word lady had hit a nerve.

“R-really? This lady looks scary, especially when she exposes the boys’ plans and threatens them!” the girl said, not taking her eyes off Rei.

It clearly made Rei uncomfortable. She lifted her head to avoid the girl’s gaze and scratched her neck nervously.

“Oh my God! Rei, did you threaten children with violence?!” Nancy exclaimed with genuine outrage, clearly sensitive to anything involving Meigir.

“Well, kind of, but it was more of a joke. And anyway, I’m not going to justify myself to you.” Rei shifted her stance and looked straight at Nancy, as if saying she was right and knew it.

“Alright. Mei, you shouldn’t hang around those little thieves. You see what kind of people are out there,” Nancy said, nodding toward Rei.

Rei noticed the jab at her pride but said nothing.

“B-but, sister, you haven’t had clients in a long time, and today I earned eleven thousand yen. It will help us!” Mei, who had been crying just moments ago, now spoke with reproach.

“Enough!” Nancy said sharply. “That’s not your concern. Your initiative is commendable, but earning money is my responsibility. Don’t interfere,” she added more softly, with a warm smile, as if instructing someone younger.




The scene dragged on, and Rei grew more and more uncomfortable. She hadn’t come here to watch a family drama. From Nancy, so highly praised by Kir, she had expected more professionalism.

Catching herself, Nancy led the girl inside. Mori followed, exhausted by the back and forth, but immediately let out a breath when Kir stepped out of the small room. He walked unsteadily, clearly still adjusting to the new implant throwing off his balance.

“Oh, hey, Kir! How are you? You okay? How’s the implant?” Rei said, with an enthusiasm unusual for her.

“Hey again. I’m fine. The implant is only partially external, but the feeling… like unfamiliar shoes and something constantly pressing from the inside,” Kir said with a yawn, without a second thought.

He didn’t even realize that with this description, he was killing any desire Rei had to go under the knife.

“Um… not the best review for a new implant,” Nancy quickly stepped in, sensing the client slipping away. “It’s a high-class implant. The bone work is done properly. It’s just a matter of getting used to it,” she rattled off, for a moment forgetting her usual ease. “Oh, and before I forget, I routed the power supply to external panels. There are battery compartments in your calves now. Don’t forget to recharge them!”

“Yeah, thanks,” Kir said and somehow made his way over to the bench where Rei had been sitting earlier.




Rei still stared in shock at the spot where Kir had stood just seconds ago. The thought that walking would be difficult at first did not sit well with her, especially considering their plan to start the operation immediately after implantation and basic training.

Mei, standing not far from Nancy, tugged at Rei’s jacket. Rei finally snapped out of it and shifted her gaze. Hiding her confusion, she looked at Nancy, who gestured for her to follow and led her to the couch.

“Before we begin, sign the standard document,” Nancy said.

With a snap, the holographic wolf assistant appeared and, as if pulling it from an invisible pocket, handed Rei a “document.” The meaning was simple: she consented to the operation and allowed only mechanical changes to her appearance.

Rei read the text carefully and, with a heavy exhale, signed it. She was asked to take off her shoes and lie down on the couch, and she complied without resistance.

Once Rei lay down, she turned to her friend.

“Kir… if something goes wrong, get me out of here. As far away as possible.”

The words unsettled Nancy. She had begun to think Rei trusted her, but the statement erased that feeling. Still, she maintained her professionalism and began preparing for the procedure without comment.

A cold oxygen mask settled over Rei’s face. The last thing she saw was the gleam of plastic before her eyes and the rubber rim against her skin.




Her consciousness faded. She slipped quickly into a world of dreams—strange and terrifying all at once.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




As dusk begins, the city transforms and takes on a different face. Casting off its decency, it reveals bright neon lights, back-alley districts, and drunk workers trying to forget their problems. This metamorphosis gives rise to another life—one called crime.

A magical moment. That instant when the streets are already drowning in darkness, but the glow of signs has not yet pierced the city wrapped in shadow.

Rei runs along the wall of a faceless residential building. Light from windows, massive signs, and billboards shines into her eyes, but she ignores it. There is only one thought in her head: everything is going according to plan. The thrill of excitement does not let her rest.

The building ends abruptly. The girl pushes off from it and suddenly begins to fall.

The thought that everything is going according to plan is replaced by the fear of death, by the realization that she cannot move her arm.

Again. Again?

Why did Rei think she had not been able to control her limb for some time now?

She falls, but to her surprise, she does not die. She lands on something soft.

“Is this a training mat?” 

The thought flashes through her faster than the realization. She is not beneath the Hotima building at all.

“Seventh, you failed the test again!” a rough male voice said loudly, filled with irritation.




Mori raised her head. For a moment, she was sure she had never been here before, but a sharp feeling inside her said, “I know this place.” She had been here once.

But what was she doing here now? Rei could not be here. She needed to storm the Hotima office.

“Seventh! Where are you looking? I’m telling you, you failed!” The man’s voice grew more aggressive.

Rei turned and saw a very tall man in glasses and a medical coat. He had a badge that should have had his name on it. Rei tried to read it so she could call him by name and tell him to go to hell, but she couldn’t. Everything was blurred.

“Fuck you!” Rei shouted, still not understanding what was happening.

A sharp pain struck her stomach, and suddenly she flew backward. The man had kicked her. He stepped closer to Seventh and began to speak.




“Rei, are you okay?” Kir said with concern.

Suddenly, the girl found herself in an unfamiliar room, standing next to him.

“What?! What the hell is going on here?” Rei shouted, furious. “Where am I?” she added, calming slightly as she directed the question at Kir.

“What do you mean, where? We broke into Hotima’s facility! Are you out of your mind?” Kir snapped, his voice full of anger. He was drenched in sweat, clearly terrified.

“Oh, right!” the girl said, as if she had simply blanked out for a moment.

“We need to run. He’ll be here soon,” Kir said, shaking his head nervously.

Mori was, to put it mildly, shocked that usually emotionless Kir was in such a panic. But he had no reason to lie, and judging by everything around them, the situation really was dire. She decided not to ask any more questions. They bolted.

Rei and Kir ran through what felt like identical corridors. The number 7 kept flashing on the walls. After passing through a dozen corridors, Rei realized it was the same one.

But that did not stop her companion. Kir ran as if his life depended on it. Rei grabbed him and started shouting hysterically that it was the same corridor.




Her nerves were at the breaking point. She did not understand what was happening. In panic, she smashed through a window and jumped through it, even though there had been no window in that corridor.




Rei was being carried on a medical stretcher. She could not move. Everything was strapped down with belts. As she was wheeled along, she thought they were about to “fix” her again.

People in coats rolled the young Rei into an operating room. The girl’s arm was restrained, and she was given an injection that left her unable to move, yet still conscious. A man took a scalpel and began cutting into the little girl’s skin without hesitation.

He knew exactly that the child was in pain, but that did not stop him. The only thing that mattered to him was what they called “perfect symbiosis.” He made several incisions and, using forceps and tweezers, began working inside them.

This monster would occasionally turn his head toward the girl’s face, checking the expression twisted in pain, making sure she had not fainted—because he wanted to “increase endurance and tolerance to pain” in Seventh.

Rei remembered this bastard for the rest of her life. Seventh tried not to pass out and used the method taught to her by a boy named Edison. She read whatever text her eyes could catch. The first thing she saw was the word Pacificator.

Then she read the badge on the doctor’s coat. Jim Moriso. After that, she could not hold on any longer and lost consciousness.














