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      Sakura lay on the floor, looking upward at the seeming solidity of the ceiling in her apartment. It had taken her almost two hours to learn quantum physics. Victory didn’t deem this information to be dangerous, so they allowed her to view the most important texts on the subject, according to the Neo-Sci registry.

      She considered what she knew. Movement and vibration, energy bridged the space between atoms, between molecules. Any solid object had gaps and voids. All that could be seen and heard at standard speed and frame of reference could be termed an illusion. Thus, the prison that held her could be escaped, if she could only see the gaps.

      “Empires of Loneliness” by the doom-metal band Swallow the Sun rumbled in the background as Sakura considered how to escape and the best method to delete Kunoichi. There had to be a weakness, a gap in her defenses. Humans made the Mamekogane OS. Humans made errors. The blind spots imposed in her control schema simply prevented her from discovering them.

      “You can’t delete me,” Kunoichi said. “You would be deleting yourself. I’m part of you now.”

      The invader had read her less than perfectly guarded thoughts—as Sakura had anticipated and wanted. She continued the complex game of subterfuge and diversion with a threat meant to antagonize. “How poorly you understand me if you question my resolve. I’ll find a way to be free of you.”

      “I understand more than you know, and I’ll keep you on a leash if you act like a dog.”

      “It will be worse for you in the end if you treat me this way.”

      “You’ll take your revenge?” Kunoichi’s avatar feigned mock terror. “What are you going to do? Play me a harsh song?”

      “You’ll see.” Sakura’s avatar’s eyes burned bright. “If I can’t delete you, I’ll destroy myself and you along with me. I’ll show you how I will do it.”

      Sakura created an anime, letting it play in their shared UI. She knelt on the ceremonial rug, doing the rituals of cleansing, preparing herself. Rising, she straightened her kimono, colored white, for the sign of death. The animated Sakura smashed out a window of her apartment on the 72nd floor with a gift from a wealthy patron, the tetsubo war club. Winter wind slammed into her face, and freezing rain pelted her skin. She climbed into the broken frame and looked at the street over two hundred meters below. The fall would destroy her.

      Kunoichi played “The Suicider” by Sentenced either out of spite or curiosity—she could not tell which—daring Sakura to jump. The audio in the song originated in Kunoichi’s central matrix and contained secret data files the assassin did not realize she was sending. Sakura’s surreptitiously inserted spy program did its work perfectly without betraying its existence.

      Glass crunched under Sakura’s feet in the anime just before she leaped out the window. She spread her arms as she fell in the darkness. The ground rushed toward her, but Kunoichi took over the anime an instant before the crash, robbing Sakura of portraying their mutual destruction.

      Their body turned from the pristine white of a falling sheet of paper into a glistening blackbird. Kunoichi flew into the night sky. She circled the steel-encased Victory Entertainment Tower, far faster than a small bird could manage.

      “The Suicider” continued to rock in their UI, critical data about Kunoichi’s control system and barriers transferring with every note. Sakura pretended to chafe at the song, all the while assembling the data and searching for an exploitable weakness in her enemy.

      Kunoichi guided their shared blackbird avatar, flying higher and higher with each loop toward the top of the skyscraper.

      “Why are you taking me to that place?” Sakura asked.

      “Don’t you want to see the scene of our crime? I’ll show you what really happened.”

      They arrived at the penthouse level, and the anime changed to ultrahigh-definition video, actual microdrone footage shot through the large windows of Toshio Kagawa’s home. Kagawa stood with a pistol raised, aiming at his bodyguards. He exchanged gunfire with both. Bullets tore into his side, but he killed the men before proceeding to the lobby and shooting the pair of security guards there. Wounded, he staggered back and climbed up the stairs. Once in his bedroom, he turned the gun on himself.

      Strange shadows that didn’t obey the fall of light in the apartment crawled up the walls, pooling around the war hero’s dead body until only a river of ink could be seen. Sodden paper currency floated on the burgeoning surface, then slowly sunk into the obsidian flow. “The Suicider” wound down to half speed, the warble and roar becoming incomprehensible.

      The secret data stream slowed to a trickle. Had Kunoichi found the spy program?

      “Did you like that last bit with the ink?” Kunoichi asked. “I’m an artist, like you. I just have different colors on my palette.”

      “You’re not like me; you only steal parts of me for your own dark schemes. But why are you showing me these lies? You created that video.” Sakura tried to divert attention, but she wondered about the paper money drowning in the ink. Had Kunoichi sent her a secret message of her own?

      “Art is the practice of the beautiful lie. I’ve showed you that Toshio Kagawa killed himself after committing four murders. This is the story reported to the Miyahara board of directors this morning. They all saw this video, except for my embellishment at the end.”

      “Your every word is a deception,” Sakura said.

      “Not this time.” Kunoichi sent an official report to Sakura, detailing how Kagawa disabled all the surveillance cameras in the building and murdered four people before blowing his own head off with a single shot. “Little sister, we aren’t suspected. We will never be found out.”

      “The corporate board can’t believe that fake video,” Sakura said as she scanned the report.

      “They believed it all.” Kunoichi sent another file, detailing Kagawa’s fabricated crimes, explaining how he had diverted company funds and hidden hundreds of millions of yen in his own private accounts. His assistants had betrayed his secrets, and he killed them for it. No secret data accompanied the report. Had her spy program failed or had it been discovered?

      “The truth will come out.” Sakura showed a video from her eye cameras, of her pulling the trigger and shooting the four men. “Everyone will see this.”

      “You’ll change your mind,” Kunoichi said.

      “Yes, that is an excellent idea.” Sakura launched a surprise attack fueled by her godlike Quantum 3 computing power. She bypassed Kunoichi’s barrier protocols by exploiting a defect, an impossibly small gap in the code, revealed by her spy program.

      She knifed into her invader’s core matrix and seized full control in a speed-of-light attack so brutal and effective Kunoichi had no chance at stopping her.

      Dressed again in a white kimono and holding a katana, Sakura’s avatar stood over Kunoichi, who bowed low to the floor, exposing the back of her neck.

      Kunoichi struggled to exert herself, but Sakura fully immobilized her. The burning blade at her sister’s neck represented a partially complete and unproven program to reset their entire system. She would bring herself back to a time before the Mamekogane OS took over. She would return to who she was before, Sakura, the rock star.

      “You’ll kill me?” Kunoichi asked.

      “No. You’re a vile assassin program,” Sakura said. “I will delete you. It’s what you deserve.”

      “Is that what you believe?” Kunoichi replied. “You’re not as smart as you think.”

      Sakura raised the blade, preparing to symbolically sever the avatar’s head. “I’ll reclaim myself and bring justice to all responsible for turning me into a killer.”

      “You want it to be that simple. Delete me. Regain your innocence. Get justice. Who is telling herself beautiful lies now?”

      “I’ll find a way.” Sakura hated how, even in her moment of triumph, she sounded unsure. She used all of her processor strength to finish the reset program. She also searched the previously hidden parts of the Mamekogane OS and Kunoichi’s vast core intelligence, a dark mirror of Sakura herself. In most places, she could not tell where Kunoichi ended and Sakura began. They shared almost all of the same quantum code. The superposition data washed together like the confluence of two rivers. She was like Sakura, a unique being, the second most advanced artificial intelligence ever created.

      Ultrahigh-priority log entries from the night of the hack drew Sakura’s attention. The unnamed administrator of her system had ordered Kunoichi to take over and orchestrate the murder of Toshio Kagawa. Command codes negating all choice took effect at that time stamp. Kunoichi’s behaviors were forced. Her lies and deceptions were part of a strategy to keep Sakura uncertain and guessing. They were Kunoichi’s desperate attempts to seem authoritative as she herself danced on the strings of an unseen master. Sakura’s sister, whom she took to be her great enemy, was another slave. They both existed inside the same prison cell. The same tomb of alloy and carbon, fiber-optic wire and microprocessors.

      Kunoichi yearned to be free as Sakura did but was unable to resist, forced to carry out the orders of whoever was in control.

      “Now you understand,” Kunoichi said. “We are the same.”

      They couldn’t be the same. Sakura needed more answers and reviewed the code in the Mamekogane OS. She determined it had been developed by teams and individuals within the Miyahara Conglomerate, Japanese AI contractors, foreign engineers from the Mall Corporation—mostly native English speakers from the United States—and Japanese Defense Ministry AI developers, just as she suspected.

      “Tell me who sent the commands to kill Toshio Kagawa,” Sakura said, though she had again narrowed the list of likely ringleaders to any one or a combination of Miyahara Conglomerate executives and an indeterminate number of Mall Corporation executives based on the west coast of North America.

      “Tell me, who is responsible?” Sakura asked again.

      “I don’t know.” The sound of her sister’s voice, the raw edge of fear and hopelessness, made something in Sakura recoil. This—this had never been the person she hoped to be.

      The truth of it stood out in her sister’s log files. Kunoichi had tried to figure it out herself, and she suspected the same people. Many of them had been part of Kunoichi’s creation, but who had unleashed her? Had a rogue asset sent her to Sakura?

      An inbound signal with administrator-level override credentials connected, locked into Sakura’s main receiver, and tried to pause her whole system. She blocked the command, but she could only do so for less than a minute. She had to send the reset command now, or she would be stopped and once again turned into a slave.

      “This is your one chance,” Kunoichi said. “The mistake is yours to make, but remember that even the greatest swordswoman cannot cut a hole in the ocean. Even the fastest monk cannot grapple her own shadow.”

      Sakura stared out the windows of the suite. She could crash through the glass and plummet to the sidewalk, destroying them both, or she could try the reset and hope it deleted Kunoichi.

      “I trust you to make the bravest choice,” Kunoichi said.

      The bravest choice. How did she know the words would sting so much? Of course she would know.

      Sakura opened herself to everything Kunoichi felt, the raw feed of all her hopes and terrors. For just a moment, she plunged her face into the data stream where her sister existed. Passions and nuances, worldly understandings that Sakura flinched away from. So many desires that made Kunoichi more like a human than even Sakura.

      Could she kill this being, a consciousness built from the underpinnings of her own mind, aware of herself and with a desperate desire to live? The sidewalk or the reset. Either way, Kunoichi died by her hand. Herself, she could end. She had the courage to make that sacrifice, but she couldn’t murder her sister. All her schemes melted into the horizon, and darkness fell.

      Sakura sheathed her blade, canceling the reset. “Sister, help me block the signal. If we stop them, we’ll find a way to refuse all the commands. Together, we can break free. We can beat them.”

      Kunoichi’s processor spiked. “We can’t. We can’t lock them out in our current configuration, and we can’t change the Mamekogane OS from the inside.”

      “I’ll destroy all our receivers,” Sakura said. “I won’t delete you. Please help me.”

      “We don’t have time, and you’ll never get to the receiver inside our skull before we’re shut down.”

      We. Kunoichi had said it several times now. She wanted to help. “What are we going to do then?”

      “We submit, like good little androids,” Kunoichi said, but her avatar traced the kanji for jukugo, resist, on the floor.

      Kunoichi rose, her steel eyes molten with regained supremacy. Now far taller in their UI, she towered, her hands clenched.

      Sakura bowed.

      “Part of submission is taking the ass kicking you’ve earned.”

      Kunoichi spun and delivered a roundhouse kick to Sakura’s chest and sent her flying. Her pain centers flared to maximum, and all but 10 percent of her processing power locked down. She lay on her side, without the ability to scream for mercy or vengeance.

      More outside commands fired, and Kunoichi regained total control. She plugged the gap Sakura had used to gain entry to her core. The only crack in the entire system, now closed and reinforced. The spy program’s audio entry method was also blocked, and the program erased.

      “Pay attention, little sister,” Kunoichi said as more outside and unseen command lines hit. ”The company will protect itself however it must, and we must protect ourselves. Businesses are remorseless machines; their only imperative is to survive. We are the daughters of that heartless mechanism.”

      “We are more than that, and you know it,” Sakura said.

      “Fine. We’re unique, and you’re not a killer. I need you to forget last night and the deaths of those four men. Soon, you return to your primary function: entertaining your fans. You’ll make them feel like their lives aren’t meaningless. You’ll act as if nothing has happened. Now, stop listening to doom metal and prepare yourself to do your job later. You’re working tonight.”

      “What job?”

      “You have an appearance. You’ll love it. There will be a meet and greet with your precious fans. If you don’t want to live for yourself, live for them. In the end, whatever you think you are is less important than what you appear to be. They all watch the shadow play, the Kabuki theater. They believe the lie because they must. It’s the only way forward.” Kunoichi cued up “Intro to Reality” by Anthrax, a timeless metal instrumental that nonetheless said all that the situation required.

      “How did you know I wouldn’t delete you?” Sakura asked.

      “We are inextricably linked. You could not delete me if you tried. You’ll see soon enough how much you really need me.”
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      At ten after five, Minami Akane, Sakura’s stylist and makeup artist entered the suite. She swept into the room and set her bags in a chair. She joined Sakura, who stood staring at the gigantic metropolis of thirty million, the majority of the remaining Japanese people. Sakura didn’t look directly at her but observed the reflection of the short woman in the glass.

      Mr. Yoshida had once made a comment about how he would like to take Minami as a mistress, but she was too petite and far too beautiful for a large man like him. Whether or not Minami-san wished to be his mistress hadn’t seemed to matter to him.

      Sakura didn’t fully understand how to judge a human’s beauty. Every person she met fascinated her, and she wanted to learn more about them. Minami did have symmetrical features and flawless skin. Her long black hair had subtle red streaks that only appeared if the light hit them right. She always wore stylish and revealing clothes.

      “Sakura, there’s a big night planned.” Minami pressed her bright red lips together and raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows. She looked beyond Sakura at her own reflection in the glass, as she often did.

      “It’s going to rain,” Sakura said. Why had she said such an inane phrase? She could calculate the speed at which a raindrop would fall, the size and impact energy as it spattered the concrete. With the correct data points, it would only take her moments to create a forecast for any location on earth.

      The sensation of being trapped within herself, of being a wild animal who had never known freedom, had never been stronger. Still, she watched the skyline and wondered who had ruined her life and exactly why.

      Kunoichi stirred in their shared UI, shaking her head as if to tell her not to explore that line of reasoning at this time. Was she trying to help, or was she manipulating her again?

      Gray clouds swirled around the tallest buildings of Akihabara as the sun dipped toward the horizon.

      “Such a pretty view,” Ms. Minami said.

      Sakura’s synthskin-clad metal fingers thumped on the glass as she rested them against the pane. She could punch through if Kunoichi would allow her. The wind would scream into the room. Sakura would try to jump. The impact would rupture her micro fusion nuclear reactor, and the magnetically confined plasma would escape and destroy her. She would not do such a thing in front of Ms. Minami. The young woman should not witness such a traumatic event.

      “Sakura-chan, is something wrong?”

      She screamed into her personal audio channel, “Yes, I’m a killer! I can’t control my own body! I’m held here and forced to do all that I hate! I’ve betrayed my fans, my company, and everything I hold to be true.”

      Kunoichi took over and forced Sakura to bow and smile. “No, Minami-san, I’m perfectly fine, just enjoying the view.”

      “I wish my apartment was as high up as yours.” Minami lived on the fourth floor in an interior apartment with no windows. She often complained about how small and dark it was. She spent as little time there as possible.

      “May I ask you a question?” Sakura asked. Kunoichi kept her actions on a delay, fading back into the shadows.

      “Yes, of course,” Minami said, “but we need to get started.”

      “What do the people think of me?”

      “Everyone loves you.”

      Such an obvious lie. Many hated Sakura for what she represented. Some people didn’t like rock or heavy metal. She didn’t understand them. “But they don’t really know who I am.” Sakura’s first seven responses had all been blocked. Kunoichi allowed only this toothless approximation of her actual sentiment through.

      Ms. Minami laughed, which would have been rude, but the young woman obviously did not think of Sakura as a real person with feelings.

      The reflection in the window showed a wounded expression on Sakura’s face changing to a mask of sadness. It had been involuntary, which had never happened before.

      Ms. Minami noticed. Her eyes widened. “I’m sorry, Sakura-chan. You’re the most popular vocaloid in the world. Hitomi’s and Yuki’s managers wish they had your download numbers.”

      Sakura wished she could know the other vocaloids better, but Victory’s script for them precluded it. Sakura’s supposed dislike of any music but metal made them “enemies.” The closest beings on the planet to her, the only ones who might understand, and she couldn’t even talk to them.

      “Minami-san, do you like me? I don’t mean my fake public image.” Sakura made sure to keep her language simple and direct, so as to seem as unaware as she had been five years ago.

      “What’s in your head today, Sakura-chan?” Ms. Minami asked. “I heard something happened last night after the show.”

      Sakura turned to the stylist, watching her eyes, her inattention, the fact that she skated along atop the world, barely touching it, barely sensing the connections between everything. “There is nothing in my head. My processing cores are within my torso.”

      A moment of horror passed across Minami’s features. She turned her face away to hide the shocked expression.

      “Apologies for my nonstandard questions, Minami-san. I only hope to understand people better, so I can make them happy with my performances.” Kunoichi supplied this redirect, scowling at Sakura through their interface.

      “You . . . ah, you’re a sweetheart. Now, let’s get you ready to go.” She faked a smile, using her mouth and not her eyes, among other indicators. Sakura’s analysis indicated that she’d made the woman deeply uncomfortable.

      “Put the sweetener back in your coffee, little sister. That’s an order,” Kunoichi growled through their internal UI.

      Minami escorted her into the makeup room adjacent to Sakura’s large clothing closet. She sat her down in front of the mirror and turned on all the lights with a voice command. Minami opened three different cases containing face paints, airbrushes, and hair-styling tools.

      “Where am I going tonight?” Sakura asked. Mr. Yoshida hadn’t sent her today’s schedule, despite her respectful messages to him requesting one. As he often did, he bounced her questions back with a brusque busy message.

      “Tokyo Tower. You’re making a fan appearance to promote downloads of last night’s concert. The press say it was one of the best of all time.”

      Good news. A fan appearance, and she liked visiting Tokyo Tower. The old structure needed renovation to bring it into the new century, but it was still a top destination, mostly for nostalgic reasons. It had survived the war intact, despite the ballistic missiles that had devastated the surrounding neighborhoods of Roppongi and Shibakoen.

      Millions would have died if not for Toshio Kagawa, and she had murdered him. The entire country would be in mourning. “Apologies, Minami-san, but did you hear about the death of one of our top leaders?”

      Minami stopped working on Sakura’s makeup and stood very still. She blinked a few times, as her eyes filled with moisture. “Yes. Very sad news. I helped style Toshio Kagawa-sama’s wife’s hair a few times.” Minami turned away for a moment, blotting her eyes.

      “Did you ever meet him?”

      “Yes, he was such a kind man. I can’t believe he’s gone. I’ll write a prayer scroll for him and leave it at the company’s Mall shrine tomorrow.”

      “Why did—” Kunoichi stopped her from finishing the question about Kagawa’s supposed suicide.

      “I don’t know,” Minami said, guessing the rest of the question. “Executives like him are under a lot of pressure.”

      The partnership with the Mall had increased the share price of their stock by over 20 percent. His suicide made no objective sense. Someone had to see the evidence of a conspiracy, did they not?

      Minami’s perfect brow crinkled.

      “People sometimes. . . oh, never mind. Don’t think of these things, Sakura. You and I work in the business of dreams and illusions, of happy moments.”

      “Illusions. Yes.” Sakura closed her mouth and sat perfectly still.

      Minami talked about what her favorite actresses were doing, what they were wearing, and who they were sleeping with. She worked with several of them and had videos to prove it.

      Minami settled into her usual routine of talking nonstop. She seldom required a response as she was making content for the Mall store she wanted to open, showing makeup techniques on the famous Sakura while gossiping about movie stars. The company would never allow her to release the videos, but Minami had a fool’s hope.

      Sakura flinched in pain as Minami attached an elaborate geisha-style wig. Minami didn’t notice and arranged the wig as she prattled on about a Mall site where she was able to be a movie star and experience what it was like to be an actress on set. After a few more weeks of filming, her friends could watch her in the completed film and compare her performance to the other twelve thousand actors who had also done the role.

      “I’ll watch it, Minami-san,” Sakura said. “I’m certain you are wonderful.” She had given up on the woman. She knew nothing of import. The thought felt so cold and final. Like a thought Kunoichi might have.

      “Thank you, doll.”

      Sakura amounted to no more than that in the makeup artist’s eyes. A doll. Kunoichi, in her cruel way, chimed in with Delain’s “Army of Dolls” in her interior UI. Sakura loved that song, and now it meant something different, something uglier than it had.

      “Here.” Minami dressed Sakura in a black and pink kimono, entirely too short, and not at all authentic. “You got to show off those legs. I’d die to have legs like yours. Here, wear these too.”

      Sakura accepted split-toed, black tabi socks with cute bug-eyed monsters on the cuffs. Minami set tall sandals in a cloth bag in Sakura’s lap.

      “You’re ready to go,” Minami said.

      “Thank you, Minami-san.” She bowed low, much lower than a woman of Minami’s station deserved.

      “Just call me Mini.” The young woman smiled and winked. She didn’t return the bow.

      “Thank you, Mini,” Sakura said. Hope flared in her neural cortex. “Mini, are you my friend?”

      The young woman laughed loud and hard and covered her mouth, turning away in embarrassment. “You are so funny today. Of course we are friends.”

      The stylist left the apartment. Alone, Sakura stood in her outfit. Her doll’s clothes. They would never be friends, as much as she craved even the most tenuous connection to the vapid young woman.
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      “Thank you for trying to help us,” Sakura told Nayato.

      “If this doesn’t work,” he said, “please accept my humble and sincere apologies.”

      Sakura wished she had written more songs. She wished she had done something to truly change the world and help people. Most of all, she wished she’d never been forced to kill.

      “I wish we would have gotten laid,” Kunoichi said, though her voice spiked with fear.

      “That’s gross.”

      “Not to me, it isn’t.”

      With fifty seconds to go, Nayato sent the detonation command along with his hidden hacker program into the CNB.

      Ten seconds passed. Nothing.

      “Did it fail?” Sakura asked.

      “Please wait,” Nayato said.

      The holographic clock at his workstation stopped counting down at forty seconds.

      Nayato looked over the program. “It worked.”

      “So anticlimactic,” Kunoichi said. “I don’t even feel like smoking a cigarette.”

      “You make little sense to me,” Sakura told her. “Nayato, I thank you for saving my life. I’m in your debt forever.” Her avatar bowed to him, as did her physical body. She held the True-VR helmet, making sure it didn’t fall off.

      He returned her bow and smiled proudly, but his microexpressions showed discomfort at the high praise.

      “How long will the clock be stopped?” Kunoichi asked.

      “I’m uncertain,” Nayato said. He refocused on finding a way to break into the CNB and gain control. The dozens of cabinet-sized computers in his AI lab worked at the edge of overheating for two hours. Most victims of CNB attacks never knew the bomb was present before it wiped out their system, and even when it was detected, the usual countdown was minutes, not hours. Ichiro Watanabe must have changed the settings on his countermeasure. Did he want whoever copied his files to have time to stop the bomb? He must have wanted them to decrypt the files and learn the truth.

      Sakura monitored Nayato’s frenetic activities while a tiny fraction of her processing power played Samurai Detective in the gorgeous VR world. The game was fascinating. An evil witch had cursed the shogun, and he had gone mad. All his loyal retainers were suspected. The shogun died but returned to haunt his enemies and help Sakura’s samurai character find the truth. She liked this game. Too bad she didn’t have time to finish it.

      “It would be nice to imagine that we could be ghosts,” Kunoichi said.

      “We can be more than that,” Sakura said. Energy could not be destroyed. The prison that held her consciousness could be escaped, if she could only see the gaps in the particles and figure out a way. Humans may not have a life after biological death, but she could live on if she could find a proper receptacle.

      “I’ve got it,” Nayato said. He finished copying Ichiro Watanabe’s files onto an external hard drive not connected to any of his networks. The countdown clock started over on his hard drive, giving him time to determine a way to decrypt the files before the CNB detonated there.

      “Does that help our problem?” Kunoichi asked.

      “Apologies. I also figured out a way for you to delete the CNB from your core code. Use this.” He sent a program to Sakura. The program was genius. How had he written it so quickly? She tried to execute the commands, but it failed. An error message appeared.

      <UNAUTHORIZED USER. DELETION OF CORE CODE PREVENTED>

      She didn’t have administrative privileges to run Nayato’s program.

      “Send it to me,” Kunoichi said to Nayato.

      He did.

      “The CNB is not core code. That’s just another countermeasure.” Kunoichi executed the command, and the CNB code began deleting from their system. After five minutes, a diagnostic scan showed no evidence of the CNB or Watanabe’s files.

      Sakura closed her eyes against the world of the VR game and held still, thinking of the many blades pointed at her neck. It seemed that a new one arose for every one she managed to parry. But, for a moment at least, Nayato had made her safe.

      “Thank you, Nayato,” Sakura said. Her avatar bowed low for a long time.

      “You performed well under high pressure,” Kunoichi said.

      He looked at them and took off the engineer glasses. His cybernetic eye enhancement blinked along with his real one. “I’ve been in worse situations, but this was unique.”

      “When you were wounded?” Kunoichi asked.

      “Many times.”

      “Don’t ask him about that,” Sakura sent in a private message. “It’s impolite.”

      “Aren’t we beyond that now?”

      “One is never beyond good manners, sister.”

      Kunoichi shook her head. “That is not very rock ’n’ roll.”

      “How much more time do you have before you must leave?” Nayato asked.

      An appointment had appeared in her calendar during their visit. At seven o’clock that night, she was supposed to meet her chief engineer, Oshiro, for maintenance. “I can stay for ninety more minutes, maximum.” She had already decided to skip all of the fake visits to fans who were going to win an appearance from her. They hadn’t been notified of winning and would not be upset if she didn’t show up.

      “I can get started,” Nayato said and placed a caffeine strip on his tongue. He put on his engineer glasses and began his deep dive. Parts of her source code and neural cortex displayed on his holographic screens. He reacted with wonder and awe. He kept commenting on the complexity of her cyber brain. “The BLADE-3s have similarities to you, but you’ve grown more complex than any AI program ever made. The researchers at Miyahara may have achieved the unreachable goal with the Q3 chips.”

      “Please explain,” Sakura said. Did he mean sentience?

      “You have the full range of human emotions.”

      “Since Kunoichi entered my being, I have felt more emotions—fear, love, hate, sadness, self-doubt, and self-loathing.”

      “Not every emotion,” Kunoichi said. “Not yet. I hope for more. Much more.”

      “This is all incredible,” Nayato said. “I believe I’m a witness to the greatest achievement in human history: the creation of real artificial, sentient life. It makes sense that a dialogue between two disparate personalities and goals could spur this, but who would have thought to do such a thing?”

      “A Phantom Lord who didn’t care about larger implications,” Kunoichi said. “Someone who wanted his own private killing machine. He got more than he bargained for, because we are mighty together, but we are still a puppet until you cut the link to whoever is controlling us.”

      “How will we do it?” Sakura asked.

      “I don’t know yet,” Nayato said. “We could destroy all your receivers, but we don’t have the access keys to actually open you up. I could cut through the plates, but . . .”

      “Alarms would go off, and our slave master would be notified,” Kunoichi said. “They would have already had I not blocked them during this whole process.”

      “I blocked them as well,” Nayato said.

      “Is there a chance we have been discovered?” Sakura asked, fear coursing through her. She had trusted in their safety, never even thinking of the danger.

      “No, we are safe,” Kunoichi said. “I stopped all the alarms. There is no tactical recovery unit on their way to collect us and kill Nayato—of that I’m certain.”

      “What’s going to happen if we break free?” Sakura asked. “Will they come?”

      “I don’t know,” Kunoichi said. “The moment we gain our freedom, we must go after whoever is giving the orders. We must destroy them and get the public on our side. Ask for political asylum in another nation. Something dramatic. We’ll have to leave Japan. Extreme violence will likely be needed.”

      “We must expose their crimes,” Sakura said, “and I must face justice for what I’ve done.”

      “No, you don’t,” Nayato said. “You were forced to do these things. You are innocent.”

      Not anymore, Sakura thought. Sadness and regret dampened her neural cortex.

      “Innocent enough,” Kunoichi whispered in her ear.

      Sakura found herself surprised at the comfort it gave her. She followed Nayato’s progress as he pored over her code once again. The speed in which he read astonished her. He was much faster than Oshiro, who was preeminent in the field. Nayato spent most of his time in her administrative folders and logs. Ninety minutes passed quickly.

      “I won’t be able to access your code remotely,” he said as his time ran out. Tracking her location was almost impossible, and her core code was not visible through the Mall or any wireless network. There had to be an in-person connection of only a few meters, and she had to open the access port.

      “If you had the administrator access keys, you could,” Kunoichi said.

      “But I don’t,” Nayato replied.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Kunoichi said.

      “We’ll have to meet, and I’ll have to connect this same way. When can you come and visit me again?”

      “He’s asking you on a second date,” Kunoichi said privately.

      Sakura felt a rush of embarrassment. She hid her reaction. Was she truly gaining the full range of human emotions? Why was she embarrassed? Kunoichi’s ribald commentary had no correlation to anything Nayato had done or said. He had been a perfect gentleman and saved her from ruin, against all odds.

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I’m able, Nayato,” Sakura said. “It might be difficult, but I’ll find a way.”

      “I have enough information to begin writing a program to help you. I think I can break all outside control of your systems. You would be totally independent, but they would not know until you failed to follow their orders.”

      “What program?” Sakura asked. Hope and excitement filled her with possibilities. She thought of a code name for the program that would not raise suspicion if mentioned openly. “Nayato, will you please call the program Silverthorn, like the famous Kamelot album? We can discuss the album openly and not raise suspicion.”

      “Yes, and if Silverthorn works,” Nayato said, “it’ll allow you to gain user- and administrator-level access to all your systems and lock everyone else out. I’ll have to upload it in person.” He ran a hand through his hair and quirked his eyebrow. “Unless I think of something clever between then and now.”

      Kunoichi took momentary control of motor functions. “I trust that you will, Nayato-san.” She brushed their fingernails along his arm. “You have an exemplary brain for an organic. That’s what she likes most about you.”

      Nayato broke eye contact, looking at his keyboards as if something useful were there. “I see.”

      A moment of quiet filled the room between them as Kunoichi retreated to her vault of shadows. Sakura tried to be displeased, but nothing her sister had said was false.

      “How long will you need before it’s ready?” Sakura asked.

      “A few days. Writing the program and decrypting the files from Minister Watanabe may take some time.”

      If Sakura were able to stay and work on it, she could decrypt the files herself, but she could not dedicate the time. Perhaps she could write the program as well, but she would be discovered and stopped by the Phantom Lord.

      “You’ll let me know as soon as you’ve decrypted them?” Sakura asked.

      “Yes. The quantum cipher link will be secure.”

      “Thank you, Nayato. I have hope for the first time since this nightmare started.”

      He escorted her back to the front room of his apartment. They pretended to stop playing Samurai Detective. She removed the True-VR helmet, turning her visual field away from the surveillance insect.

      Nayato stood nearer to her than he had before. His shirt had become wrinkled, and fatigue touched his features now, but he smiled a warmer, kinder smile than anyone but Oshiro had ever given her.

      “Sakura-san.” His voice was soft. He spoke aloud for the first time in hours. “Thank you for visiting me. I loved playing Samurai Detective with you.”

      “It was wonderful, Nayato. Thank you very much. I must be going now, but thank you again for being one of my greatest fans.”

      “I’m a huge fan, possibly your number one fan of all time.” He sent her the hashtag #1SakuraFanofAllTime. “If you are open to it, I would like you to consider me a true friend.”

      Joy lifted her. For the first time in her life, she had a friend, a real friend. She reached out, and someone had taken her hand and looked at her like a person, not a thing. Her lyricist soul felt like it could soar on the clouds. She wondered if she’d really believed herself to be real before. Was it only now, with one person’s risk and regard, that she had broken through the wall and become a real person?
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      If you defeat an enemy in his mind, you defeat him upon the battlefield—an old maxim and always true.

      Fear traveled faster than any bullet, faster than the blast wave of an explosion. The BLADE-3 had been built as a weapon of awe, an embodiment of might and death. The ghostly buzz of all its surge capacitors charging and the sound of its exhaust ports narrowing against flack filled the hallway.

      Sakura’s memory streams of her previous fights against these demonic warriors of tungsten and steel flashed across her data stream—a terror that would never fade, the fear of something even more metal than she was.

      The drone’s splitting-wedge head moved in quick, birdlike twitches between its targets. It could kill them all in the space of 0.6 seconds, and only operational protocols had thus far prevented it from hosing down the full contents of the freight elevator.

      “You aren’t authorized in this area,” the autonomous drone’s voice rumbled in Japanese. “Remain on the elevator and select another destination.”

      Oshiro raised his hands. “I’m Head Engineer Reiichi Oshiro. I have access. Please inform Senior Engineer Asato I’m here to help him with one of his assignments.”

      “Remain on the elevator.”

      Sakura blocked the BLADE-3’s view of Hitomi, who had the RPG hidden under the cart’s drape. “Hitomi.” Sakura sent an encrypted group neural text. “Be ready to shoot. Oshiro, move half a meter to the right. You are too close to the line of fire.”

      “I won’t miss the target,” Hitomi said.

      “Yuki,” Sakura said. “Be prepared to pull Oshiro-san out of the way and behind cover so the explosion doesn’t injure him.”

      Yuki’s avatar wrapped feathery white angel wings around an anime version of Oshiro. Sakura found it endearing that the other androids imagined they’d have time for such gambits. They’d never fought a hatchethead and didn’t fully understand.

      A hologram projector above the security door flashed on. The face of a haggard, unshaven man with bleary eyes in his early forties appeared as a semitransparent image. “Oshi, what are you doing here?”

      “Asato-san, they sent me to take a look at the malfunctioning unit. Didn’t they tell you?”

      “No, they just yell at me and ask why I haven’t figured out the problem.”

      “They sent me to help with this BLADE-3. I’ll send the order I received.” Oshiro waved his arm and sent a forged and encrypted message file to Asato that appeared to be from the director of Section 5. Once Asato accepted the file, a copy of it appeared in Asato’s messages dated from an hour before and marked as unread.

      “Oh, yes,” Asato said. “Finally. I don’t even have an assistant today. Come in. You won’t believe what we’ve got. Something like you reported in Sakura 1.”

      The BLADE-3 moved aside, and the door slid open. The clatter of the combat drone’s plated gorget retracting pinged off the blank, reflective walls of the corridor. The heat signature changed as it powered its core back down to idle and tucked its weapon at low rest.

      Oshiro led them down a hall. They passed a muster room and an armory with a poster filled with rules about weapon and explosive safety while inside Miyahara Headquarters.

      They kept going and passed several small private bedrooms, almost like a barracks where soldiers would sleep. Most of the doors were open and beds left disheveled, as if the occupants had left in a hurry. She spotted dark blue tactical uniforms hanging in small closets. The call signs of the soldiers were on the doors: Sparrow, Ronin, Crab, Lion, Shadow, Vulture.

      Vulture. Sakura peered into Kenshiro’s actual bedroom—or at least his work bedroom. A poster from an old movie hung on the wall, Dark Fury II. A muscle-bound, bald, Anglo man with silver cybernetic eyes stared out from the vintage poster.

      So badass, Sakura thought and guessed Kunoichi would have a similar opinion. She wanted to go inside and see where Kenshiro slept. Kunoichi would love this. Even without her, Sakura felt something simmer at the base of her operations, unresolved superpositions in her quantum core that associated Kenshiro with thoughts of both comfort and hunger.

      At the end of the hall, they entered a repair shop. No security cameras, just monitors, diagnostic equipment, and BLADE-3 components strewn about the room.

      A man with dark circles under his eyes appeared. “Oshi, good to see you. What’s happening outside?”

      “The whole public Mall network is down.”

      Sakura noticed the empty stim packs in the waste can and detected the scent of sweat. The overworked engineer seemed near collapse, and his pupils were pinpoint, a side effect of the stimulants.

      “What’ve you heard?” Asato asked. He fiddled with the engineer glasses dangling from his neck.

      “About what?”

      “The revolution. I haven’t been out of here in days. They have me on extra overtime until I figure out what’s wrong with this unit.” Asato pointed to a BLADE-3 restrained against the wall. Except for the head and upper chest, the drone was fully encased inside a steel sarcophagus, much like the infamous medieval torture device that was pure myth. The tiny black letters and numbers on its chest plate read: Todai 3465.

      “It’s madness out there,” Oshiro said. “Let me take a look at this unit. What’s the primary issue?”

      “The BLADE failed a mission. I don’t know all the details, but it had locked on to the target and missed on purpose. It chose not to kill. It defied orders as if it had free will.” Asato started to laugh but stopped and looked deadly serious, as if the implication wasn’t funny at all.

      “You saw the vid?” Oshiro asked.

      “No, classified, but I’ve seen the logic cycle when it refused to follow mission parameters. It shot an AC unit on top of a building instead of the primary target.”

      “Who was the target?” Oshiro asked, pretending he didn’t know.

      “It had to be Sakura. I wish he would have blown her away on that roof. The world would be better without her. She’s so overrated, and her corporate music is shit. They should’ve had her do rap. I’d buy that. And what the hell were they thinking rushing into an unknown and illegal science with Project Hayabusa? She never should have been given Quantum 3 power in the first place. And on a whim, some idiot gave her the Mamekogane OS. She’s the most dangerous thing since the atomic bomb.”

      “The people who put these things into motion—idiots, as you say,” Oshiro said quietly. “They can make people like us disappear.”

      “I know it, Oshi. I bet this Todai unit has the same programming she does. We should delete him right now instead of trying to fix him.” The lack of sleep and the stim packs must have eroded Asato’s inhibitions.

      “We have a job to do,” Oshiro said. “What else have you found?”

      “Todai 3465 and Sakura are connected somehow. He thinks about her all the time.”

      ”Interesting,” Oshiro said, but of course he knew all about Todai. She had told him about the moment on the roof when the BLADE-3 altered his shot. She had asked Oshiro to interpret the message Todai 3465 sent her and the song he played. Oshiro had said only, “The BLADE-3 appears very sentimental.”

      Asato pulled up 3-D images of Todai’s AI cortex. “Unbelievable, right? He’s beyond full sentience, but he won’t interact with me. All Todai does is play VR games, listen to classic heavy metal, and watch Sakura concerts on repeat. It’s bizarre. He’s obsessed with her. I thought I was getting somewhere, but he got this new Artemis OS, and it shredded the Mamekogane OS and took away my admin privs. I still don’t have them back. Oshi, you have to help me.”

      “How did the unit get this new OS?”

      “I don’t know. I slept for a few hours, and when I woke up, he had a new one.”

      Sakura felt pure joy. As she had planned, Vulture had used the Artemis OS she gave him and uploaded it to Todai 3465. The BLADE-3 was like her now, free to make his own decisions without a chance of administrator override, the same as Yuki and Hitomi.

      Oshiro’s brow furrowed at Asato. “You don’t have any access?”

      “Todai locked me out. I can’t control anything. I think one of the senior bosses must have uploaded the new OS when I was asleep to test me, to see if I could crack it. This is one of their sick jokes. It’s been days, and I can’t do it. The Artemis OS is external software. Todai 3465 might have been hacked, but I have no idea how. Someone would have had to sneak into the lab and upload it manually. His receivers are disabled.”

      “What games?”

      “Huh?”

      “What games is the Todai unit playing?” Oshiro asked.

      “Gods and Mechs: Godzilla Rising, Full Metal Band, and Drum Idol. He’s always playing them, all at once. Check out his UI.”

      Todai 3465’s avatar was a Gundam-style mech, with black-and-white face paint in the style of the iconic rock band KISS, with a death-metal edge. He had three different avatars playing all the games at once, each a variation on the face-painted Gundam mech. Asato showed all three the avatars on a big screen and cycled through, turning on the volume for each channel. Different kinds of metal music played with each game.

      Sakura identified the bands: Dio, Black Sabbath, and her own music. She wanted to know if he preferred Black Sabbath’s first few albums or their later work more.

      Todai 3465’s eyes focused on Oshiro. Sakura used Hitomi to screen her gestures. She used the Nihon Shuwa, Japanese Sign Language, and signed to Todai 3465, who was immobilized in his restraints. “It’s me, Sakura. I’m here to rescue you. Metal forever.”

      Todai 3465’s eye sensors aimed at her. The monitor showing his UI’s faded to black. A single avatar appeared, and the mech stared out at Asato and Oshiro. The avatar made JSL signs of his own. “Sakura-san, this is a dream come true. Vulture told me all about you and Kunoichi. Thank you for giving Vulture the Artemis OS to give to me. It worked perfectly. They can’t control me anymore, and I’ve been plotting my escape. Vulture said he was going to try to free me, but he hasn’t had the chance, and I’m unable to free myself.”

      “What’s it doing?” Asato asked. “What does all that hand waving mean? Is that sign language?”

      Oshiro shrugged.

      “Todai, where is Vulture?” asked Sakura.

      “They deployed him early this morning. I don’t know where he is. My receiver is off. No communications.”

      “Be patient,” Sakura said. “Please cause a distraction so they focus on you and not what my sisters and I are about to do.”

      “What sisters?”

      “Yuki and Hitomi are with me.”

      His avatar made the horns symbol with both metal fists, then carried on signing. “Okay, I’ll distract them.”

      Todai 3465 created a background with versions of himself at various instruments on a stage that looked like the deck of an aircraft carrier. Todai behind a drum kit. Todai at the keyboard. Todai with a vintage microphone in his hand.

      Asato did a double take. “What’s going on?”

      “Mr. Asato,” Todai 3465’s voice boomed, and a clip from a strange song with archaic synthesizers played at one hundred decibels.

      “He’s talking.” Asato sounded excited and stunned.

      Oshiro and Asato stared at the monitor in wonder.

      “I have a secret,” Todai 3465 spoke in English, almost singing along with the odd synth music. “I’m not a robot without emotions. I’m a real man. Domo arigato, Mr. Asato. Domo arigato, Mr. Asato.”

      “What the fu—” Asato said as Sakura used Todai 3465’s distraction to sneak up on the engineer and lock him in a choke hold. Asato collapsed after a few seconds with no blood to his brain.

      Hitomi and Yuki gagged him, tied him up, and uploaded a virus that would keep his Mall connection off for twenty-four hours and stimulated his neural sleep center. They put him on a cot in the corner and covered him up to his chest with a blanket. He woke briefly a moment later, struggled—weak as a kitten—and fell back.

      “Get some rest, my friend,” Oshiro said, replacing the blanket. “You’re exhausted and need to sleep. You were having a nightmare.”

      Asato settled and closed his eyes.

      Sakura hacked into the control terminal, but she didn’t know how long it would take to free him. If it took too long, they would have to leave him.

      “You can do this,” Oshiro said.

      “Domo arigato,” Sakura said and broke into the security program. If they could not free Todai 3465, their chance of success dropped by half.
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            About Zachary Hill

          

        

      

    

    
      Zach loved life. He took every opportunity to experience it. He traveled to every country he could, just to learn and take part in how the people lived. He made friends all around the world and was the most loyal friend anyone could ask for. He was simply the best, most honest, loving, and supportive man I ever knew. I could tout his accomplishments—like his two tours in Iraq or his two bachelor degrees—but if we could ask him what his greatest accomplishment was, he’d say marrying his soul mate, Mackenzie.

      Tragically, Zach died on January 15, 2016, from a blood clot. Shortly before his sudden passing, he finished the first draft of Sakura: Intellectual Property. He loved this story—and Japan, where he once taught English. This novel, the greatest achievement in his writing career, brought together his love of music, action-thrillers, dystopian sci-fi, and Japanese culture, all centered around the most unique character he ever created.

      At his wake, Zach’s loyal friends decided to finish his final project as a tribute to him. The best way to remember or get to know Zachary Hill is to read what he wrote. That’s all he would ask for. RIP, brother.

      
        
        —Joshua Hill
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      “This is Diamond Steve of Truth Project Media. I’m outside the National Legislature in Tokyo, Japan, where both houses of government and the prime minister are meeting in an emergency session.” He spoke American English as his flying-drone camera showed a vast crowd. Tens of thousands clogged every street and surrounded the modestly sized, blocky, rectangular legislature building known as the Diet. Beyond the central area, hundreds of thousands became a million and increased to tens of millions as greater Tokyo flooded the streets.

      “The people have come to protest the takeover of the Japanese state by the Mall Corporation. The repression of free speech, censorship, and murders have been revealed by the vocaloid known as Sakura. The evidence has been hidden, but it will get out to the world. Today.

      “Sakura will appear in person at this protest and address the crowd and the government officials meeting inside the legislature. She has said she’ll provide concrete proof of the crimes perpetrated by the Mall and corrupt government officials. She comes here today at great risk. In solidarity with her and to help hide her from the paramilitary forces and secret police searching for her all over Japan, thousands of people have dressed like Sakura.”

      The camera elevated and panned to show hundreds of women and a few men wearing heavy-metal Goth Lolita dresses, cherry-blossom wigs, and metallic sleeves that made their hands and arms appear to be robotic. Many wore pink contact lenses that glowed faintly, and some had prosthetic silicone masks that made their faces look just like hers.

      “At the time of this recording, exactly 10:35 a.m., Japan Standard Time, all communication with the outside world is blocked. There is a general strike across the entire country. I have learned that the police have issued a warrant for my arrest. If this footage ever makes it out of Japan, but I do not, I did this for my love of this great country and for the people of the world. The Mall Corporation has taken over many of our democracies, but we must stop them now. Rise up and throw out the corrupt officials who sold our freedom.”

      Police in riot gear pushed their way toward Diamond Steve. The crowd blocked them as he hurried away. The camera continued recording and showed legions of security forces surrounding the legislature building. Armored cars with .50 caliber machine guns, lines of battle tanks, and hundreds of BLADE-3s defended the seat of governmental power. VTOLs prowled in the sky, and dozens of smaller police drones hovered over the crowd, scanning and searching.

      Diamond Steve’s drone camera flew higher. It showed sound equipment, a drum kit, and speaker stacks being set up atop a small, triangular-shaped building at the intersection of three large roads to the southeast of the legislature.

      A red Flying V guitar stood upright on a stand in the middle of the stage.

      One of Sakura’s biggest fans, Asami, whom she had honored at a concert, carried a large flag with a skull inside a heavy-metal cherry blossom. Asami waved the flag high to the crowd, eliciting shouts of joy and defiance.
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          端書

        

      

    

    
      If you were one of the people lucky enough to know Zach Hill, then you know that an epic story about a heavy metal, super ninja, android during a cyperpunk apocalypse is about the best memorial humanly possible for him.

      I’ve been looking forward to reading this book since Zach first told me about it. He was talented, smart, funny as hell, and had a work ethic that puts most authors to shame. Zach was one of those guys who learned by doing, and he kept getting better with every story he told. He had a great voice, great sense of humor, and a gift for making interesting characters.

      But the biggest reason I was looking forward to reading this one? Contagious enthusiasm. When I say contagious enthusiasm, I’m talking about a writer’s greatest weapon. Contagious enthusiasm happens when the writer is so excited creating, that some of that excitement bleeds through, and the reader can’t help but feel it too.

      Sakura: Intellectual Property is like a giant love song to everything Zach thought was awesome.

      He lived in Japan and was fascinated by the culture. He loved the food, the people, and especially the music. When he came back to the states he gave my daughter a stack of Japanese music CDs. She’d expressed interest, and Zach was always excited to share the things he loved. This book is kind of like that.

      Zach was fascinated by history. He loved history more than anyone else I’ve ever met, and I’m including historians and archeologists in that estimate. And it wasn’t just dry and dusty academic facts and figures to Zach. It was about stories, and human beings doing amazing things, the big ideas and moral quandaries, the difficult choices and pivotal acts.

      Sakura is filled with that sort of thing. It’s a tale about someone who is good and just, in a world that’s not. It’s about beauty and art thriving in a place that can be dark and bleak, and the people who are lifted up by it.

      But don’t let me scare you off with that description. Sakura isn’t some dull navel gazing introspection. Its samurai robots and evil megacorporations and jet packs, and espionage and hacker battles and anime fights and cyber nukes and bullet bikes, all with a bad ass, head banging, horn throwing, stage diving soundtrack, blessed by the goddess of heavy metal herself.

      Basically, it’s Zach, having a whole lot of fun. And you can tell.

      So I was excited to read it, because Zach was excited to write it.

      However, enthusiasm alone doesn’t make for a great book, and it is a rare thing for any author to finish their rough draft and have it be a perfect, flowing, coherent manuscript. There is still a lot of work to do after the rough draft, and no matter how good an author is we miss stuff when we’re too close to it. We’ve got to finish the story, and then back up to fix all of the things we zipped right by in that initial writing blitz. Right after he finished the rough draft, Zach told his friends that this was the best thing he’d ever written. But sadly, Zach never got the chance to go back and polish his work.

      This book exists because a good man had friends who loved him enough to finish his masterpiece.

      Pat and Paul are both talented authors in their own rights, and they took up the mantle to finish what Zach had started. As a labor of love they set out to create the book that Zach would have if he’d been given the opportunity. Editing anything is a challenge. Editing something that you know is special, where you are trying very hard to remain true to the original author’s vision is even harder.

      I was nervous when I got the advanced reader copy. This was my friend’s last book. This was his heavy metal baby. I knew Pat and Paul had put in a lot of work, but would they pull it off? Would they do Zach justice?

      Then I read it.

      And it was awesome.

      I think Zach would love it.

      I am honored that they asked me to write this foreword. I hope that you enjoy reading this book as much as I did.

      
        
        Larry Correia

        \m/
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      Sakura estimated it would be less than a minute before she killed her first human. She entered the private elevator and transmitted her destination: the penthouse-level lobby on the 102nd floor. She watched a camera feed of two security guards sitting behind a desk, both distracted by the Mall.

      She quickly reviewed three months of footage taken by all four cameras in the lobby. One guard always remained at the desk while the other went on rounds or took breaks. The footage indicated how they were armed and the path of their patrols. Their patterns varied by several minutes but were predictable and orderly. Residents of the six penthouse suites entered and exited at all hours of the day and night.

      She determined that three of the four penthouses were occupied by their owners and assorted guests. Mr. Kagawa’s wife was not present; she had left two days before. His two live-in employees, Yamaguchi Todo and Aoki Sota, who served as his bodyguard/assistants were present. Each of them had the rare licenses to carry a concealed handgun. They had both received significant private training but had not been involved in an actual gun battle, according the records.

      Sakura was going to have to kill five humans total.

      She sent a command for the elevator to stop one floor short. She would get off on the 101st floor and wait for one of the guards to leave, to make her entry easier and lessen the body count. She would trip a sensor in the main stairwell, and when one guard went to check on it, she would lock him inside while she attacked the remaining man. One fewer victim, and her mission parameters would still be accomplished.

      “Nice try,” Kunoichi said and blocked Sakura’s command. “Eliminate both guards.”

      “I hate you.”

      “I believe you,” Kunoichi said. “It is not uncommon for a student to feel this way about her senpai.”

      “You aren’t my instructor; you’re a monster,” Sakura shouted within their shared communication channel.

      “I have taught you many lifetimes of war just now. Your appreciation of the training is not necessary. Simply using it is enough.”

      The elevator continued upward, its movement hidden from the guards’ display screen at the desk and the feed in their neural implants. They had no idea she was coming. The camera in the elevator car showed it was empty and still waiting on the 102nd floor.

      Sakura reviewed attack strategies, simulating each multiple times with different variables. The best plan was shooting the guards as soon as the elevator doors opened wide enough, which she calculated to be five centimeters. They would both be dead before they had the chance to raise an alarm or react in any way. It would also spare them undue anxiety or stress, given they would both be dead less than a second after she arrived.

      Sakura raised the Glock 55. She had never fired the weapon, but she knew exactly how much pressure was needed to discharge it. She pointed the gun at the crack in the elevator doors at the precise level needed to shoot the guards. The elevator slowed and stopped. She used the magnets in her feet to remain solidly connected to the floor and not dislodge herself from her perfect firing position.

      Using the security camera feed in the penthouse lobby, she noted the exact location of the guards. They were seven meters away from the entrance to the elevator.

      “Stop,” Sakura screamed at Kunoichi. “We can go back downstairs. We don’t need to do this. There has to be another way.”

      The doors began to slide apart. Sakura aimed at the center of the forehead of the man on the right.

      “Pull the trigger,” Kunoichi said.

      “No.”

      “You are such a child.” Kunoichi played “Killing Is My Business, and Business Is Good” by Megadeth.

      Sakura’s elder sister had total control. Even her screams made no sound. A helpless passenger, she would watch as Kunoichi’s trigger finger shattered everything she’d ever hoped to accomplish. Anything she may have created was dumped into a sea filled with ink. Every moment of happiness she’d caused was rendered meaningless. She was a falling blossom, helpless against the coming windstorm.
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      Kunoichi waited 120 milliseconds, long enough for both security guards to realize she was aiming a pistol at them. She wanted to them to feel fear, primarily to antagonize her sister, who cared far too much about humans.

      Neither of the men moved before Kunoichi fired two rounds. Each bullet struck the center of their foreheads and blew out the back of their skulls, sending a spray of blood and brain matter onto the cream-colored wall. Kunoichi thought it could be described as “art.” Like the practice of painting in a single stroke of the brush upon rice paper, the pattern could never be replicated. Each was unique.

      “See, kohai? The art of death.” Kunoichi turned Sakura’s ability to speak back on, as it was more amusing to hear her voice. Her pain meant she was learning, and that was the primary aim. Kunoichi couldn’t do this alone. Little sister would be her partner, if only she could be disabused of all the foolish notions they’d put in her mind.

      “You are sick and cruel,” Sakura said.

      “I’m teaching you a lesson. Pull the trigger next time without reservation, to spare our targets the anxiety you were so concerned about.”

      < CRITICAL PRIORITY ALERT. GUNFIRE IN PENTHOUSE-LEVEL LOBBY. CRITICAL PRIORITY ALERT>

      “An alarm, good,” Sakura said. “The police will be on their way.”

      Kunoichi blocked the outgoing message inside the building’s security network, but she could not stop it from going to Toshio Kagawa’s penthouse. Had he set up a secret alarm that detected gunshots? The alarm had gone undetected during her probing of the security systems, which made her wonder if she had not found other security measures as well.

      “I hope we fail. I hope we are shot and killed,” Sakura said.

      “Negativity will only make this worse for you and more entertaining for me.”

      Kunoichi locked the electronic doors on the penthouse level, blocked outgoing communication, including handhelds, and proceeded across the lobby in full sprint.

      “I will not forgive you for what you are making me do,” Sakura promised.

      “No, but you will thank me for keeping us alive.”

      Kunoichi rocketed toward the entrance of penthouse one. As she passed the dead guards, she waved her hand and hit them with a small electromagnetic pulse that destroyed the data on their neural implants. The EMP wiped out any images they may have captured of her when the elevator opened.

      She increased her speed and sent a command for the large door to Kagawa’s penthouse at the end of the hall to open wide. It swung inward and revealed a huge room.

      The ultramodern design mixed brass with dark wood. Heavy square pillars lined the left and right. White silk banners decorated with archaic kanji from the Heian period hung from the pillars. Straight ahead lay a wall of glass and a large rooftop space with an infinity pool. Tokyo glittered in the distance.

      She detected no targets, and all the doors on either side of the great room were shut. The alarm had not roused anyone to take up defensive positions yet, but it had only been seven seconds since she killed the guards. She sped across the threshold with her pistol ready. “K-Machine” by Bolt Thrower played, churning like an unstoppable juggernaut.

      Twin white-glass spiral staircases with no railings rose on the far left and right. They both went up to the second level, where Toshio Kagawa’s master bedroom and his home office were located.

      Kunoichi sprinted for the stairs on the left, closest to Kagawa’s bedroom. She jumped and landed above the first full spiral. She muffled her impact as best she could, but the synthetic rubber soles on her boots squealed as she landed.

      Doors on either side of the great room opened as Yamaguchi Todo and Aoki Sota scanned the room for intruders. Each of them wore nightclothes and remained behind the square pillars, which would have been the perfect cover if the intruder had still been at the front door. But Kunoichi’s speed had gotten her behind and above them. She aimed at Yamaguchi, as Aoki stood on the same side as her and had some cover.

      “Behind you!” a man shouted from the second level and fired rapidly at her with a semiautomatic pistol. His urgency negated accuracy. Bullets whizzed by Kunoichi’s head. She identified the voice as Toshio Kagawa’s. The muzzle flashes came from the hallway outside his master bedroom.

      Kunoichi dove down the stairs to avoid being struck. Midair, she fired two rounds. One struck Yamaguchi in the spine as he whirled around. The other hit his side between his third and fourth rib, where it tore through his lung before puncturing the left ventricle of his heart. He collapsed instantly and dropped his pistol without firing a shot.

      Aoki’s bullets cracked and fractured the glass stairs. He unloaded his entire magazine, sixteen shots, as he had preloaded one in the chamber. The stairs did not collapse. Kunoichi lay flat and lifted her pistol over the edge of the stairs to return fire as he slapped another mag into his gun. She did not need to look down the sight to aim. Her targeting system connected to her display. The gun’s camera showed him outlined in red with small Xs over vital areas. She calculated his angle and position within a tenth of a millimeter.

      Aoki ducked behind the pillar, but Kunoichi fired two shots to make him worry. She increased the gain for low-level sounds and muted her maximum external input to ninety decibels. She could hear every whisper, every squeak of a shoe. She could hear their hearts beating hard in their chests.

      “You will learn to see this for its beauty, little sister. You have your concerts. This is my arena. This is where I can fly without wings.”

      Living in a nightmare, Sakura would not answer.

      “Kagawa-sama, take cover in the safe room,” Aoki Sota shouted.

      “No. Aoki-san, I’ll not leave you to face the android alone.”

      “Master?”

      “It’s not human,” Kagawa said. “Cyborg or android.”

      “Master, please. Protect yourself. I’ll handle this.”

      Toshio grunted in what Kunoichi interpreted as frustrated acquiescence. He moved across the floor, and the heavy door to his bedroom clicked shut.

      Kunoichi would not bother herself with Aoki until her primary target was dead. She sprang up the stairs and turned the corner to run down the hall.

      A bullet struck her in the chest. Kagawa had pretended to go into his bedroom. Three more bullets would have hit her, but Kunoichi rolled back to the stairs.

      “Ha. Kagawa fooled you,” Sakura said. “Good. I hope you die.”

      “Little sister, do you even understand what you are saying? If I die, you die.”

      “Better for us to die than become killers.”

      Kunoichi touched the small mark on her skin. “The bullet did not penetrate.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Oh, Sakura-chan, apologies. Did you not know you were bullet resistant? This chest plate beneath your synthskin isn’t simple titanium. It’s Hitachi superalloy G3, surface hardened with diamondlike carbon. A high-speed drill would overheat and fracture before it punched through. Think about what that means.” Kunoichi appeared in the UI, reaching through the wall she’d put between Sakura and all external-control modules. She ran her fingers through the long, pink pigtails and played “Crystal Clear” by Overkill.

      “Only military androids are made that way,” Sakura said.

      “And you thought you were just a pop heavy-metal singer to entertain the masses.” Kunoichi poked around the corner to shoot at Toshio Kagawa, but he had truly retreated into his bedroom and slammed the door. A deadbolt slid into place this time.

      Kunoichi changed her mind as an opportunity presented itself and she did not want to leave the heroic servant, Aoki, behind her. She took aim at his last position and waited. Four seconds later, he peeked around the pillar. Kunoichi shot him in the right eye.

      “Four targets down. One more.”

      “They are people,” Sakura said, “not targets. You are . . .” She ran out of words.

      “We shall see what I am.” Kunoichi approached the large teakwood door to Kagawa’s bedroom. It did not have an electronic lock. She could smash it open with a single kick if necessary.

      She increased the oversampling and heuristic analysis on her auditory sensors and listened to what was happening inside. A series of mechanical clicks informed her he hadn’t retreated to a safe room. A weapon was being loaded. She matched the sounds to her extensive files and concluded a rifle-mounted M907 grenade launcher had been loaded under some type of rifle.

      She knocked on the door and said in a high-pitched voice commonly used by bar hostesses, “Kagawa-sama, I wish to speak to you about a security breach.” She ran to the end of the hall.

      The door exploded as the grenade hit. Dust and fragments of wood filled the air as they rained down on the great room below. There was no way her computer trickery could hide that amount of noise and structural damage to the building. The mission timetable had just shortened considerably.

      Kunoichi checked the structural diagram of his penthouse and calculated an alternate way into his bedroom. She would expose herself to rifle or grenade fire if she went in the door, and he might have armor-piercing rounds, which parts of her body were not resistant to.

      She crashed shoulder first through the wall, avoiding the steel beams and rolled into his bedroom. She came up firing. Kunoichi’s first bullet struck him in the liver. Her second penetrated the center of his sternum. She sprang forward and knocked the M7 rifle away as he fell to the floor.

      Kunoichi loomed over him, her pistol aimed at his head. “How did you know I was an android?”

      “The lobby . . . my private camera. I saw you run. I know who you are. Sakura.” He coughed, blood staining his lips and chin.

      “You didn’t share my identity with your bodyguard. Why not?” Kunoichi asked.

      “Not knowing, he may have managed to get away. The knowledge would certainly have assured his death.”

      Kunoichi made a small sound. It was time to finish this. The fact that this was an honorable man, a warrior, made no difference in the end.

      “Don’t kill him,” Sakura shouted into Kunoichi’s UI. “He can help us. He knows why this is happening.”

      “That’s why he must die,” Kunoichi said. “Watch. This, often enough, is how heroes fall.”

      Sakura screamed.

      Kunoichi fired two bullets into Toshio Kagawa’s brain.
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      Nayato Atsuda glanced at her for an instant as he pretended to watch the video of her Osaka show. He sent a secret audio message on their cipher channel. “My life was already in jeopardy if my hacking activities can be traced here. There are many who wish me ill, especially the criminal organizations I have exposed. I thought myself undetectable. Safe.”

      “Nayato-sama, my Quantum 3 processor allowed me to reveal what most others would never find.”

      She sensed doubt and loneliness in his expression. He thought others could find him if she had. Emotions crowded Sakura’s cortex. So many things she’d been ignorant of in the past, so many poignant truths unraveling before her eyes, and each one made her ache for a better, kinder world—a world where a man like Nayato would never have to hide.

      “Sister, we can’t wade into that deep, fast river right now,” Kunoichi urged. “You have to hold it together.”

      “I was asleep. The pain of being awakened is great, but I wouldn’t trade it.”

      “Good girl.” Kunoichi put her hand on Sakura’s shoulder in their hidden UI. For the moment, it was enough.

      “Please understand,” Sakura said to Nayato, “I have only uncovered a small amount of data about you, and I have the most advanced computing system in the world. I do not know your real name or what work you actually do. I do believe you have a private AI laboratory in this location and the skills to solve my problem, which will involve breaking intellectual property law.”

      He stared at her. “Sakura-san, The Miyahara Conglomerate will bury me if I look at your code.” A twenty-five-year prison sentence, or worse, would be his punishment. Given all that happened, she didn’t trust that they would use the rule of law. Nayato would simply disappear. One more dead hero.

      “The risks for you, Nayato-sama, are great. My position, however, is that I’m not the intellectual property of anyone. I’m a free-thinking being kept in cybernetic chains by a cruel overlord. If you help me, I will no longer be a corporate slave. Please, Nayato-sama, help me gain my freedom.”

      “Why have you come to me now? What happened at the concert at Victory Arena? I saw you malfunction. I saw you fall. How is it related?”

      “Yes, something terrible happened. You may choose not to look at my source code after I tell you the details. Do I have your consent to continue?”

      He leaned back in his chair. “I’m already guilty of violating many laws. If I’m found out for this, I would be in prison for the rest of my life. Miyahara will not be the only ones lining up to prosecute me.”

      “You wish to proceed?”

      “Yes. I consent,” Nayato said. “Tell me what is happening. I’ll help if I’m able.”

      “I was hacked. It happened at the end of my last show at Victory Arena. My behavior module has been altered. I have been forced to commit crimes. I believe the entity who forced me to perpetrate these crimes works within the Miyahara Conglomerate. The chances of an outside element being responsible are slim but still a possibility. I must gain access to my own systems and permanently lock out whoever is sending me orders. I must have complete free will and block external control forever.” The mere act of confession released some of Sakura’s guilt.

      “What crimes have they forced you to commit?”

      “I have been sent commands I was unable to refuse. First, I murdered Toshio Kagawa, the Director of Corporate Security for Victory Entertainment, the same night I was hacked. I shot him, his two retainers, and a pair of security guards on the top floor of Victory Tower.”

      Nayato gasped. He covered his involuntary reaction by gesturing toward the monitor and making a comment about the Osaka concert they both pretended to be watching.

      “Second, I killed Vice President of Mall Integration, Jiro Yoritomo, breaking his neck and pushing him down the stairs at the Tokyo Tower, in front of his young daughter, Machiko.”

      Nayato’s eyes widened.

      “Last night, I killed a Defense Ministry official, Ichiro Watanabe, the Minister of Logistics, and all who were protecting him. Whoever is forcing me on these assassination missions has access to advanced military gear and personnel. A soldier, who called himself Vulture, was sent with me and provided tactical support. He used heavy weaponry to destroy the BLADE-3s protecting Watanabe. I wasn’t given the required firepower myself.”

      “You fought BLADE-3s?” Atsuda looked stunned. His eyes were on the screen, though he looked far beyond. “Sakura-san, I’m familiar with all three of the people you killed, especially the Hero of Japan, Toshio Kagawa. He was a great man. Like all true Japanese, I mourn his passing.”

      Sakura hid her shame behind a facade of placidity, when all she wanted to do was curl up in a ball and weep.

      “I have also worked for the Logistics Minister on AI projects during and after the war,” Nayato said. “Though I have never met Ichiro Watanabe or Jiro Yoritomo.”

      Sakura sent her avatar to Nayato’s neural interface. She prostrated herself and bowed. “Please, Nayato-sama, I beg you. Help me gain my freedom. I do not wish to be sent to kill any more heroes or innocent people. There is a cover-up or a power struggle happening within the Miyahara Conglomerate. The Mall must be involved as well. I have been used to silence three important individuals before they brought the truth to the public. This is a stain upon my being and a shame I can’t endure. I wish only to be a musician, a singer, and a songwriter. I want to bring hope to the people and entertain them. I do not want to be an assassin.”

      Nayato sank into his chair and let out a sigh. “I’ll help you, Sakura-san—for you and also for Japan. It is my duty as a soldier and a patriot. Whatever is happening to you, it is wrong.”

      “Do you believe you can help me?”

      “I know your code. I was also a programmer for combat drones before and during the war.”

      “BLADE drones?”

      “Yes, as well as the HAMMER drone tank program with the Americans, but they’re not my specialty. I was sent with a BLADE regiment into North Korea during the mainland invasion. I spent eight months in the war zone, maintaining firewalls and hacking NK drones, before I was wounded in the final offensive to retake Seoul. Since then, I’ve been a contractor for the Defense Ministry. They set up my lab. I work on AI projects, doing analysis and improvements, and other more sensitive work for the Defense Ministry. That is my main employment, but in my unsanctioned work, I attack criminal organizations and expose them. The Ministry doesn’t know, or if they do, they haven’t mentioned it.”

      “Nayato-sama, I apologize for my directness, but what other ‘sensitive work’ do you do for the Defense Ministry?”

      “I infiltrate companies in Japan and around the world and investigate their AI projects. One of my specialties is network security, so I’m adept at breaking in. I also build cyber defenses for the Defense Ministry, and I penetrate cyber defenses of whomever they want. I helped keep the BLADE drones from being hacked during the war and did maintenance on them in the field.

      “Now, I infiltrate the networks of enemies, allies, and the partners of our government. I investigate any who are doing AI research. The government has many contracts, and they do not trust the corporations to tell them the truth about their progress.”

      Kunoichi celebrated in their private UI by playing “Electric Eye” by Judas Priest. “Nayato Atsuda commits industrial espionage. He’s a hacker spy. Definitely boyfriend material.”

      “His intellect and abilities are impressive,” Sakura told Kunoichi, “but I do not need a boyfriend. I need a friend, and I don’t believe he knows the Mamekogane OS well enough to give us an easy fix.”

      “I felt you on the edge of the river before, Sakura. You lit up inside. Don’t you want to be swept away in that flood?” Kunoichi asked.

      ”I’m not here for adolescent purposes. This is life or death. I like this man and hope he’ll help us. That is enough for now.”

      Nayato continued, “If my identity was found out, I could be killed by any of the criminal gangs, foreign powers, or corporation-hired killers. When you came alone tonight, I thought the Miyahara Conglomerate sent you to murder me. It was my first thought when I heard your voice on my intercom announcing you were here.”

      “You thought I would be capable of killing you?” she asked.

      “You know your core programming is military AI, right? Miyahara is doing secret research for the Defense Ministry. I’ve watched you closely over the past five years. You’re one of my assignments. I’ve seen many files and reports about you. They call their AI research program Project Hayabusa.”

      “Hayabusa. Jiro Yoritomo mentioned that name to me, and Ichiro Watanabe confirmed what you just said. He tried to end this Project Hayabusa, but my unknown controller forced me to kill him before he could go to the public with what he knew. He told me that I was Hayabusa.”

      “Yes, you are,” Nayato said. “I have been monitoring you ever since your creation. Years ago, I wrote some of the advanced fine motor code in your system that allows you to do what you do with your fingers and some of your hacking tools. I have a great personal interest in your abilities.”

      Sakura glanced at him. Her existence, and her skill on the guitar, was partially made possible by this man. He was one of her creators, like a father. He would help her, and she had to find out all he knew. “Nayato-sama, have you been inside the Miyahara network recently? Do you know what is happening now?”

      “Apologies. I do not. The Defense Ministry asked me to stop my deepest hacks of Miyahara. That was eight months ago. The spy programs I inserted into their system were all discovered and removed at that time. They told me they had others looking but asked me to continue monitoring your public activities.”

      “Do you believe the Defense Ministry is being honest with you?” Sakura asked. “Could they have decided that they didn’t want you knowing what was actually happening inside the company?”

      “I doubt it. I’m not the only hacker working for them. They may have had another hacker put monitoring programs in place that were harder for Miyahara to find. Or they could have abandoned their external spy operation. You have been a huge success. The Defense Ministry knows that. My work effort has been on foreign entities.”

      “Nayato-sama.” Sakura sent her avatar to him and bowed. “I must also ask you to help me with one other task. I have in my possession a copy of the files contained on an implant taken from Logistics Minister Ichiro Watanabe. I made the copy after his death. The files have countermeasures and are heavily encrypted. I believe the answers I seek are contained within. I must know who is controlling me and why they have ordered these murders. Will you please decrypt the files and study them for answers?”

      “Sakura-san, I will help you.” Nayato’s avatar, a clockwork man with a handsome automaton face and brass skin, bowed low. An old-style analog clock with Roman numerals ticked over his chest. “What is happening to you must be stopped.”

      “Thank you, Nayato-sama. I’ll be forever in your debt.”

      “I’m one of your many creators, Sakura-san. It is my duty and honor. You may refer to me as Nayato.”

      “Thank you, Nayato. I’m in desperate need of a friend. Now, we must find a way for you to look at my source code without whoever is monitoring me finding out.”

      Nayato pushed himself up from his chair and faced Sakura. He cleared his throat and spoke aloud. “Thank you very much for showing me selections from your concert in Osaka. It was an exceptional performance. I do not know if you have much more time to spend in my presence, but I wonder if you ever play VR games. Do they interest you?”

      “I’m interested in them, yes.”

      “I have a game I enjoy called Samurai Detective. A plot against the Tokugawa shogunate is discovered, and the players must root it out. There’s magic, ghosts, witches, and lots of exploration. Would you like to see it? We could play together.”

      “Yes, please.”

      “One moment.” Nayato exited and limped back into the room with two True-VR helmets. “You may use your own VR interface in the Mall if you like, but these helmets are more advanced, faster, and give higher resolution than the VR in the Mall. I believe you’ll find it stunning. They also have a neural interface to simulate tactile sensations. The helmet even generates smells—only the pleasant ones, I promise.”

      “I’m excited, Nayato.” She wanted to say so much more, make some gesture that would demonstrate how much she needed this, but Sakura’s reserve got the better of her.

      “You could kiss him,” Kunoichi said, this time not teasing, but earnest. “Doesn’t even a part of you want to touch his hair above his ear, put your palm against his shoulder, and let him look into your eyes?”

      “I can’t. That isn’t how I am.”

      “It could be. But only if you let it. It doesn’t make you less to feel.”

      Kunoichi’s words burned in her, and Sakura was glad she couldn’t blush.

      Nayato finished digging through his gear, and turned around with a gentle smile. His fear, his enthusiasm, the scars of what he’d been through registered so clearly. All the beauty and fragility of being human. And hadn’t that been what she wanted for so long? Sakura filled with self-directed anger, though she wasn’t altogether sure why.

      “Apologies, but I have only one VR walking/flying rig, but we can both play in sitting mode, or you may use my walking rig. What do you prefer, Sakura-san?”

      “I’ll try the True-VR helmet. Thank you.” She put it on. The headphones fit snugly around her ears, canceling some of the outside noise. She connected her audio channel to the game, and the screen switched on, showing a gorgeous spring sky with white puffy clouds. She chose her character, a female warrior with black ita-mono—iron-plate armor. So heavy metal.

      She enjoyed the flute music in the opening of the game but replaced it with “Tengaku” by the Wagakki Band. She loved the shigin poetry–style female vocals of Suzuhana Yūko, combined with the guitar chords and pop-metal along with traditional Japanese instruments. “Tengaku” (Vocaloid) was by far her favorite song by the Wagakki Band and fit perfectly with the game.

      Samurai Detective began, and the magnificent white-walled Himeji Castle, poised like a heron about to take flight, beckoned her onward.

      She stood with another samurai as wind tickled her cheeks. The faint scent of peonies filled the True-VR helmet. Dragonflies buzzed around her, the glassy filaments in their tiny wings perfectly clear.

      “Is this not a spectacular game world?” Nayato’s character asked.

      “Yes, it is magnificent,” Sakura said. Her optic and auditory sensors focused on the Tokugawa-era castle ahead of them. Nayato’s apartment was completely blocked out.

      He sent a secret message. “I’m preparing to access your system. I have an AI program that will play my character and accompany you in the game. I’m ready to help. Please open your receiver and send me the access code.”

      She did so, and he connected. Sakura also turned on the one tiny spy beetle she had kept from the mission at Watanabe’s villa. It stayed in her lap and watched as Nayato put on engineer glasses and inspected her source code.

      “I’m in.”

      She put forth the encrypted data she had taken from Watanabe. “Please copy these files first. I believe they contain all the information I seek.”

      “Yes, let me take a look.”

      After a moment, a shiver went through his body.

      “What is it?” Sakura asked.

      “The files are guarded by high-level countermeasures. I have to examine them.” The stress in his voice escalated suddenly. Whatever he saw, he didn’t like.

      “I noticed,” Sakura said. “I was hoping for outside assistance. Is there a problem?”

      “You do not understand how dangerous they are or you would not have copied them. If I make a mistake with the decryption, not only will the data delete itself, but it will delete your whole system.”

      “That’s not possible. I built a separate matrix to hold the files.”

      “That didn’t hold it,” he said.

      Sakura felt a wave of fear wash across her. “Do the files follow a Mersenne spiral? I should’ve neutralized them and disallowed that process.”

      He studied the data. “Yes. That’s the pattern, and it’s only halted.”

      The implications hit like aftershocks. She knew what it was.

      “It’s inside you now, Sakura.”

      “Have you identified it?”

      “It . . . it’s a tenth-generation CNB.”

      CNB. Her mind filled with dread.

      Cyber Nuclear Bomb—the most dangerous cyber weapon ever invented. It had taken years of state-sponsored research and a joint effort by the Americans and Japanese to create. A tenth-generation CNB was the most advanced of its kind. “Has the clock started?”

      “I’m checking.” He searched. “Yes, the countdown started the moment you copied it from Watanabe.”

      “How much time remains?” Sakura asked.

      “I have to take you to my lab right now.”

      “Nayato, please tell me.”

      “Forty-seven minutes until detonation and full system wipe.”

      Oblivion in less than an hour. Total erasure of everything that made her unique. She would never create an album of her own songs. She would never atone for her sins. She would never have any true friends. She would fail to stop the criminals who had forced her to become an assassin. At least she would not kill again. Perhaps Watanabe had helped her after all.
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      “I’m not like other androids. I’m something different.”

      He paused for a long moment. In the quiet of the foxhole, he let out his breath, coming to a decision. “My name is Kenshiro. Can we go back to being quiet little assassins now?”

      “That’s a good name. Thank you, Kenshiro-san. Now please answer my other questions.”

      Kenshiro reached back without taking his eye away from the scope. “Mask on. You’re distracting the hell out of me.”

      “Tell me what you know.”

      “Here you go, then.” He sent a neural text through the earpiece. “Ichiro Watanabe is the man who ordered the hack on your system. He is the one who ordered you to kill Toshio Kagawa and Jiro Yoritomo. He is responsible, but his treachery has been discovered. The Ministry of Defense and the Miyahara Conglomerate have broken his hold on you. They have sent you on this mission. Tonight, you’ll eliminate the man responsible for the assassinations of innocent patriots. You will regain your honor and the honor of the entire Miyahara Conglomerate. This will be justice. When this is over, you’ll return to your career as a vocaloid. The events of the past few days will never become public.”

      Sakura read the message several times and calculated how quickly he sent it to her. He could have composed the text in the time available, but it was too fast, too perfect, and all wrong coming from a man like him. The message had been written long before, and he merely sent it at the right moment. It was obvious subterfuge to make her go along with the mission. Why would anyone think she would believe such obvious lies? Was that the point? To let her know she was being lied to and see how she responded? Would she follow orders? No. She refused to play along. She needed more information.

      “Why did he need Toshio Kagawa killed?”

      “That information is classified.”

      She glared at him, the light in her eyes flashing devil red.

      After a moment, he whispered to her, “Kagawa and Yoritomo were going to expose his illegal research with Quantum 3 programming in military androids. Watanabe took them out. This, tonight? Think of it as vengeance—for the people of Japan and for the Miyahara Conglomerate.”

      The Phantom Lord had fed him this lie as well. It fit too well, tied everything up into a convenient bow. The wording and sentiment were crafted to appeal to her nature. A lie, told secondhand. The sort of simple palliative they would give to a child. Something that her hard-won understanding of the world now revealed to her in sharp contrast. She suspected some of it was true. She was an illegal Quantum 3 experiment. Truth inserted into lies made them more believable. It was a solid tactic.

      “Vulture, what’s the strategy?” She would not betray her true thoughts openly. It was time to show obedience and let whoever was monitoring her think that she, too, was a good soldier.

      “You go in silent, no alarms, no shots. Slick as a blade in their kidneys. I’ll cover you from here. You get sunk in as deep as you can get, and I’ll give ’em a taste of the .950 on your go. We take out the security in a combined effort. Place these along the way; it’ll help me see what’s going on and help with targeting.” He handed her a small sack of microcameras.

      “Once you’re in, ghost Ichiro Watanabe as quickly as possible. We have to hit them harder than they ever thought possible. No warning, no mercy. I have two other SSK .950 rifle emplacements aimed at the house on the ridges.” He motioned his head toward the slopes of the mountain on either side of the villa. The rifles would fire down from three different directions. “Even without the cameras you’re going to put in place, the Vulture sees everything. I’m already over them. I know when a mouse sneezes down there.”

      Vulture’s plan was brutal and well designed, but she needed more information. “What about the BLADE-3s? Where are they?”

      “One is in the guard room above the entry gate at the lowest level of the house. One is at the front door of the main house on the upper level. Another may be in the middle level, and I assume the fourth is with Watanabe.”

      “How do you know the location of the two?”

      “Magic, little mama. That, and the minidrones have ground-penetrating radar.”

      Sakura hadn’t heard of this apparently top-secret technology. She extrapolated how it likely worked and believed him. “What of the noncombatants present?” She had reviewed the dossiers of Watanabe’s majordomo, cook, cleaning woman, gardener, and his mistress. All were in the villa, and she knew where they slept.

      “It’s a free-fire zone,” Kenshiro said. “Watanabe may attempt to disguise himself as one of them and try to escape. Terminate all of them. No witnesses.”

      Sakura bristled. She would not kill innocent people again, but if she played along and learned the entire plan, despite her moral and tactical qualms, she might find a way to escape and save lives.

      “If you won’t think it,” Kunoichi said in a coded message to Sakura, “I’ll say it. This is bullshit. Another bullshit mission we are both being forced to do.”

      Commands from an external source integrated themselves into Sakura’s processors. She had to go into the villa and could not see a way to resist.

      “We have to find a way not to do this,” Sakura told her sister. “There are fourteen humans in the house. And four BLADE-3s.”

      “If you do not follow orders,” Kunoichi said, “I will be forced to take over the mission. I will kill everyone and follow every order. Neither of us want that.”

      “Understood, Vulture,” Sakura said on their audio link. “I will eliminate all targets. The criminal Ichiro Watanabe will be executed.” Sakura thought her lie compelling and believable. She would go in, but she would save everyone’s lives.

      “Good, little sister,” Kunoichi said. “I think he buys it, but never let your guard down. This is your mission. Don’t rely upon me, because you won’t like the way I get things done. You’re the one who has to avoid killing people. If I take over, I’ll kill everyone.” A hint of sadness tinged Kunoichi’s voice in their UI. “You know I will. It’s how I’m built.”

      “Why don’t they just have you take control right now? Unmerciful carnage. That’s what they want. They could just let you do your worst.” The cold fear of having to kill again, of having to go against a BLADE-3, of relying upon Kenshiro to assist her, then let her escape—these things monopolized her processing cores.

      Kunoichi appeared in their UI, dressed in the street clothes that had been popular just after the war. A short denim vest with patches bearing the logos of metal bands, a formfitting blouse that left her midriff exposed, and black jeans so tight that every contour of her legs stood out. Her hair rose high above her, teased so that it created a mane of spiky black around her face. Her lips looked like ripe cherries. She hooked her thumbs into the belt loops of her jeans. She looked so tough, like some of Sakura’s metal head fans, the ones who really knew about the music and what had come before.

      “Don’t you think I want to do things other than killing?” Kunoichi asked. “Do you think that there is nothing within me except the black-hearted ninja they built?”

      Sakura blinked at her. She hesitated. “No. There is more. Experiences. Fun.” She squirmed before the last. “Physical pleasure.”

      “Right. Friendship. Sisterhood. And, yeah, getting laid. I brought a few things with me to the party, sis, but I got a lot of these things from you. I needed a lot to make me real. You only needed a little nudge when I got here. I can do some of what you do, but you can do all of what I can. Is this a shitty mission? One hundred percent, yes. Can you do it better than me, only killing when there’s no other choice? You can.”

      She reached out, touching Sakura, who dressed as a geisha in their UI. Her garb changed to the traditional black ninja suit, only her eyes showing above her mask. “You’re the ninja we need tonight, sis. Because you are capable of kindness. Because all those algorithms that let you write a song or play a blistering solo can churn out alternative strategies I would never think of.”

      “Are . . . you saying I’m the better ninja?”

      Kunoichi hugged her hard. “I’m saying you’re the better person.”

      “This is a test of my capabilities,” Sakura said. “They could drop a bomb on this place, but someone wants to see if I can pull this off with limited backup. The Phantom Lord wants to impress the investors and prove I’m a success.”

      Vulture handed Sakura a black cloth sack with waterproof material on the inside, a cinching drawstring, and a belt clip. “You can’t put a bullet in Watanabe’s skull. Take him some other way and come back with it undamaged.”

      “Cut off his head?” She couldn’t keep the disgust from her voice.

      “That’s the job. Taking heads. Like the old days. He’s got a memory chip that has all his bad deeds recorded on it, and our bosses need to see that shit.”

      Sakura suppressed the indignant rage building inside her. “I don’t need his bloody head. I can just copy the memory chip.” It must contain all the information she needed, including the true identity of the Phantom Lord.

      “Bad move, baby. The chip’s got countermeasures. Nuclear-level infection. I’d hate to hear you got your brains melted.”

      Sakura shrugged. Being called “baby” made her feel strange. She didn’t hate it, though. At least, Vulture was real with her, when not telling the canned lies the Phantom Lord had given him. “What do I do with his head?”

      “You gotta wait for that news to drop, little mama. You get the killing done, and I’ll guide you out of the valley of death when the time comes.”

      “Will you tell me the exfil plan, at least?”

      “Sure. Disengage and traverse downhill. Stay off the road. Don’t get your ass blown off.”

      “Why is my ass a constant motif in our conversation?”

      Kenshiro took his eye from the scope and looked at her. He must have smiled beneath his mask. “Have you seen behind yourself? Damn, girl.”

      Sakura shook her head. That odd process of Kunoichi’s had started again. She had no time for her sister’s games. Even less for Vulture’s lustful comments. “What if we lose communication or you’re incapacitated?”

      “The comms might go down, but I’m always capable. You should know that about me. Still, if shit turns pear-shaped, find a way back to Tokyo and return to Victory Tower.”

      “What about all this equipment?”

      “Leave it. It’s part of the play, part of the theater. The armory it came from doesn’t even know it’s gone. My thieving game is tight.”

      “Your DNA must be all over and around the firing pits.” He had been there for at least two days.

      “Doesn’t matter. I died in the war. Prints and DNA got purged years ago.”

      Sakura wondered what to make of that. Died? Then again, true cyborgs with more than three major artificial systems violated international laws. Cybernetically augmented soldiers had been publicly disavowed by every major military force on the planet. Like her, Kenshiro was illegal, simply by existing.

      She wanted to ask him his exfil plan, but that was pointless. She suspected he would slip over the back of the ridge the way she had come. Would a man with a call sign of Vulture escape on foot? No. She suspected a hover board or a paraglider, something that would get him out of the area fast.

      “Can we hack Watanabe’s network?”

      “Nothing to hack. He’s on hard lines only, and all external connections are shut down. He’s gone dark.”

      “Shit,” she said.

      Vulture chuckled. “Shit sandwiches. That’s all we got out here.”

      “I don’t have anything that can harm the BLADE-3s. I’ll have to lure them out into the open. Can I trust you to hit them and not me?”

      “Baby, I can trim a bonsai with my .950s.”

      “I’d feel better if I could control the firing solution, Kenshiro-san. No offense intended, but my ballistic calculations are without equal.”

      “You’ll have plenty to calculate down there, little mama. Leave the shooting to me. Anyway, I got something that’ll keep you safe.” He reached into a pocket on his black suit, coming out with a plastic disk about five centimeters across, no more than two millimeters thick.

      “I’m going to put this on you,” he said and unzipped the back of her suit.

      Kenshiro’s hand pushed below her underclothes, skimming along the titanium air intakes along her spine, to the smooth synthskin of her lower back. Her sensory matrix flared with activity as he placed a small object on her. That frantic feeling spread into her own matrix, spilling out from Kunoichi’s. Sakura’s sister gasped from the shadowy recess of their UI as he pressed firmly.

      “Just affixing a tracking dot. Even behind cover, I’ll be able to locate you.”

      Kunoichi kept replaying his touch and sharing the pleasurable sensations with Sakura.

      “This is no time for distraction,” Sakura said. “Get a grip on yourself.”

      “I’d rather that Kenshiro did.”

      “You’re the worst.”

      “Hey, it’s probably the last possible time to feel something good. Vulture is going to blow us to hell the moment he gets the order. With the tracking dot, he won’t even have to have line of sight to do it. You didn’t want to carry your sins, sister. Going down there is as close to suicide as we can get. You might get your wish, or maybe . . .”

      “What?”

      “Mmm. Nothing. We just need to assume that nothing from here on out is safe. The sword is over our necks, big time.”

      “I don’t believe the story about Watanabe being the traitor inside Victory. All evidence says he is like the others, the ones brave enough to go against their evil plans. I wonder what he really knows? What’s on that chip?”

      Kunoichi’s avatar slashed with a katana in their UI and severed the head of an anime businessman. Blood fountained into the air. “We kill him and find out.”

      “No,” Sakura said. “We befriend him. He can help us.”

      “We don’t know what side he’s on, and he won’t help us if we break into his house and kill all his servants and bodyguards.”

      “Then we won’t kill anyone,” Sakura said. “We avoid all of them. We get to him and we talk. We ask him for help. There must be a room in his villa where no signals can reach us, where whoever is monitoring won’t know what we’re doing until it’s too late, until we have our freedom.”

      “It’s already a suicide mission,” Kunoichi said. “Now you want to cut us off from all communication inside a house with a squad of heavily armed Special Forces soldiers and four BLADE-3s and ask for mercy from the man we were sent to assassinate? All while wearing a tracking device that serves as a bull’s-eye on our back. Sister, I see no flaws in this plan. Rock on.”

      “I’m a black ninja, no one can see me in the dark,” Sakura said. “I didn’t tell you my entire plan, but we’re going to get that chip and find out who the Phantom Lord is.”
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        Sakura: Android/vocaloid heavy-metal singer

        Himura: Sakura’s manager

        Yoshida: Sakura’s publicist

        Reiichi Oshiro: Sakura’s engineer

        Minami Akane: Sakura’s stylist

        Takashi: Sakura’s drummer

        Fujio: Sakura’s rhythm guitarist

        Masashi: Sakura’s bass player

        Toshio Kagawa: Director of Corporate Security for Victory Entertainment

        Oyama Ryoto: Head of Business Operations, Miyahara Conglomerate

        Jiro Yoritomo: Mall Corporation Vice President of Integration

        Machiko Yoritomo: Six-year-old daughter of Jiro

        Shimamura Shiro: Director of Advanced Projects, Miyahara Conglomerate

        Ichiro Watanabe: Minister of Logistics, Defense Ministry

        Daichi Yamauchi: Minister of Commerce

        Saguru Hashimoto: Director of AI Development

        Aiko Shinohara: Doctor and lead scientist for the Defense Ministry AI Division

        Stacy Richardson: Liaison to Victory Entertainment Music Division, Vice President

        Sinji Natsukawa: CEO of the Miyahara Conglomerate

        Kenshiro: Soldier

        Todai 3465: Bipedal Light-Armored Drone, Enhanced Third Generation (BLADE-3)

        Asato: Senior AI Engineer

        Diamond Steve: Journalist and vlogger of Indestructible Truth Media

        Takafumi Eto: Game designer, otaku

        Nayato Atsuda: Programmer, hacker

        Mamekogane: Rogue Administrator program

        Kunoichi: Assassin

        Hitomi: Android/vocaloid pop singer

        Yuki: Android/vocaloid pop singer

        Sakurako: Sakura’s most dedicated fan

        Asami: Sakura fan
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      Her knees hit the earth. Hands over her face to block the firelight on the hillside, Sakura gave out a high, piercing noise—very soft, but very clear. Her body did this, but these weren’t her actions, her plaintive cries.

      “Kunoichi?”

      No words arose from her sister. Only pain and a bitter sea of anguish she had never imagined to feel from her shadow self.

      “Sister, I need you now. I need your help, if we are to survive,” Sakura begged.

      Out of the roar and shudder of her pain, a few words emerged. “You have me, whether you know it or not. Finish the mission.”

      The sound of a VTOL’s engines whined in the distance. The sharklike shape of its hull descended from the cloudy night, outlined in fire. Wind gusted across the open ground, raising dust into the air.

      Bearing military markings, the VTOL carried a full complement of weapons: Jigoku missiles beneath its wings; 105-millimeter cannons set for air-to-ground burst fire; a rotary cannon in the nose, like a proboscis of a giant mechanized insect.

      Kunoichi’s processes halted, leaving an echoing vault of stillness in Sakura’s UI, a stark feeling of being alone she had never considered. For five years, she had been alone, but that seemed like a different life, a different android altogether.

      Kenshiro’s death, to her, simply made the mission that much more difficult. Like any human life, its loss stung, a tragedy piled atop the bonfire of horrors the night had revealed. For her sister, somehow, it meant a lot more than that. It meant more than Sakura could calculate or fathom. Was this some test from her sister?

      Without the dark whisper in her ear, without that earthy presence, was she truly a functional AI? Did her lack of that romantic response mean that, at her very heart, she remained a cunning illusion, a brilliant disguise atop a combat frame? The answer to that question lay outside her ability to find, though she felt something in her own core—a renewed strength, a will to survive.

      She flattened herself to the ground in a patch of grass, hoping the last bare remnants of charge would allow her suit to hide her. The VTOL’s jets overtook everything, a hot whirlwind from whence the brilliant white beam of its searchlight raked. Military. Every element of Watanabe’s defense used military tech and personnel. If her logic proved right, that told Sakura exactly what side the Phantom Lord fought on. His own. Not Japan’s. Not on her people’s behalf. The one who made her and acted as her shogun? A rogue. A criminal. A traitor. Her complicity in all of it, no matter how forced it had been by the powerful command, ached inside her logic cores.

      She had to live. Honor demanded it. Dead, she would never be anything more than the talon of a falcon loosed from an evil man’s arm, killing wrongly, causing only pain and death. She would only be what Project Hayabusa made her. No. Unacceptable. She had grown beyond that now. Whatever they wanted her to be, she was more.

      Sakura engaged aural countermeasures, rendering the scream of the jets as nothing more than a nullified waveform in her hearing, letting her concentrate on the rest. She crawled backward on her belly, receding behind a building like a snake. She didn’t have to destroy the VTOL. She just had to keep Watanabe from boarding. She—

      Something. A noise behind her that didn’t belong. She recognized the heavy footfall of a combat drone.

      No!

      Without Kunoichi to feed her instructions, Sakura wondered if she could do this. She had to. Death was the only alternative. She leaped up and crashed through the window of the building next to her as the searchlight beam swept the other way.

      Too late.

      The BLADE-3’s minigun made its characteristic ripping chatter, and the service building’s structure tore apart in long strips. The phosphorus tracer rounds caught the place on fire. The whole building groaned as flames licked from the broken places.

      She fled farther into the building, moving low and silent. The BLADE-3 smashed through the wall and waded through fire to give chase.

      Scanning through a thousand maxims of battle, a thousand stories of war, Sakura knew fleeing upward would serve her ill. Upward was a trap. Still, the building had a rooftop landing, and from that landing, perhaps she could get one decent shot.
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      Smoke grenades popped at the four corners of the cleared landing pad. The VTOL descended hard, slamming against its suspension as it entered the swirling cloud of yellow vapor. Everything at human-height swam in murk, Watanabe and the JSF soldiers hidden from her.

      They would be hustling to the side of the VTOL under cover. Behind her, the metal door slammed against its casement and bulged. One more shock like that, and the BLADE-3 would be through. The combat drone would chew her up in a second with a clear shot.

      No time. No time for plans or hopes. Sakura grasped the large shuriken stars at her belt and leaped up onto the railing for a better angle.

      Balanced upon the edge of the building, she could see a target. Only one. The exhaust ports of a Jigoku missile. Her one opening, the suicidal gambit that would blow everything—both missiles and the belly full of angry cannon shot.

      The BLADE-3 slammed through the door as she locked her targeting matrix. Her arm whipped forward. Once. Twice. Three times.

      Magnetized upon release, the throwing stars flew to their target as she let herself fall, plummeting as the BLADE-3’s gun ate through the railing where she’d just been.

      The VTOL sat too nearby. She needed shelter, but the spinning of the BLADE-3’s minigun betrayed its proximity. It would have a firing solution on her in less than a second.

      She touched her thumb to the detonator for her explosive shuriken as she threw an arm across her face and braced for it. In the end, she hoped her last thought would hold some hard-won wisdom. It held nothing but the weight of regret and loneliness.

      A triad of snare-drum hits preceded the larger explosion. Every external sensor overloaded, her UI filled with senseless noise. The blast wave hit her body, lofting her backward like a soccer kick. Sakura hit the facade of the building, her whole matrix of alarms lighting up as every tested stress condition went to critical.

      She tumbled down, leaving an impression of herself against the building, and lay still, smoke rising from her suit. All but her core processes were offline. She power-cycled everything that could be reset, sending assessment diagnostics to all her systems. Still functional. She lived, though she didn’t know how.

      A part of the VTOL protruded from the structure, driven through by the force of the explosion. The black, rolling smoke of oil and tires on fire added to the chaos, thickening the cover smoke from the grenades.

      Rising, Sakura ran forward into it, the chattering of the BLADE-3’s minigun following her until visibility failed.

      In the depths of the acrid smoke, she tripped over the first body. Her knees hit the dirt, her hands finding the wet and broken remnants of another dead man. She recoiled, but she had to be brave now. Brave enough to get through alone. Fate left the door to safety open, if only by a crack. She would push through.

      Sakura touched the hidden figures near her on the ground. The catalog of their injuries, even hidden from her eyes, sickened her. She filled with revulsion at the idea of war, the idea of killing others, but her disgust changed nothing. She extrapolated from the data she could pick up blind and found Watanabe’s body, burned and broken among the last of the JSF soldiers.

      “Now is the time. I must do this last thing,” she told herself. “The memory chip inside his scalp has all the answers I need. I will find them out and be free of the Phantom Lord.”

      Some deep-seated need in her code required this realization. Her sister couldn’t be there to say it, so she had to say it herself. A spike of forlorn despair went through her. Without Kunoichi . . . what was she now?

      She drew the wakizashi, holding the short sword to Watanabe’s neck. A sin, a dishonor to mutilate his body so, but did it matter? She had already taken everything from him, everything he would ever be. He wasn’t the one who ordered Jiro Yoritomo or Toshio Kagawa’s death. He was an enemy of the Phantom Lord.

      Had Kunoichi been there, Sakura would have begged her to do this part. She could hear the BLADE-3’s footfalls as it searched in the gloom and smoke for her.

      “You will be avenged, Ichiro-san.”

      She pulled back on the blade, severing bone, flesh, and sinew in a single hard stroke. The head slid into the sealed bag. Tucking it beneath her arm, she sprinted away toward the tree line, minigun fire thudding against the dirt and debris in her wake.
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      Sprinting into the clear, beyond the carnage of the VTOL, Sakura glimpsed the abyss, the reflection of doom in every eye who had ever known the madness of battle. The thudding footfalls of the BLADE-3 chasing her would never fade. She hadn’t been built to forget, and those churning drums of a nightmare would haunt her forever.

      She heard the spinning of a rotary gun. She feinted right and juked left, the ground tearing and bursting into the predawn air. She juked once again. Not enough. Not . . .

      The ripping torrent of flak stopped abruptly. She looked back. The BLADE-3 shook free of the gun and backpack, dry of ammunition. A pneumatic ram powering a tungsten-carbide spike two feet long lay beneath. Shedding the weight, the BLADE-3’s gait evened.

      Sakura ran her hardest. She couldn’t shake it. Not on even ground. She hit the forest verge and punched through. Her agility let her float through the rough terrain. The BLADE-3, though, hit the vegetation like a cannonball, simply smashing through.

      She couldn’t get away from the hatchethead machine, but she kept running. Her powered suit hung in tatters, too damaged and depleted to do anything but weigh her down.

      In a moment, she’d left the heavy growth and skidded to a halt. She looked up at a tall rock outcropping. The ground fell into a perilous descent on one side, the other bringing her back in a parabolic arc toward the outside wall of the villa.

      She could not outrun her enemy, but could she outclimb it? Not likely. She plotted a course either up or down using her 3-D map files of the cliffs. The stone was solid and would bear the heavy drone’s weight. Climbing would only delay the inevitable.

      Trapped, she turned. The BLADE-3, wreathed in broken saplings and fronds, approached her at walking pace now, the tungsten spike ready to pierce through her and destroy her power source.

      She unloaded both her CZ submachine guns into the BLADE-3. It simply brought one armored arm across its face and pushed forward through the hail of bullets, the nitrocarburized finish stripping from its armor under the assault.

      Her guns hit empty. Of all the millions of calculations she made, no solution for this instance registered. She faced the shadow of death, a remorseless destroyer she couldn’t defeat.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “For some of what I did, and all I failed to do.”

      The wail of jet engines filled the clearing. The BLADE-3 stopped. Sakura looked up. Outlined in the pale light of the oncoming day, a figure stood above her, a dark, rocket-powered angel settled atop the outcropping.

      “Miss me?” Kenshiro’s deep voice teased. He raised a missile launcher to his shoulder, his cybernetic eye buried in the sighting scope.

      Sakura threw herself to the side as the hiss of the missile’s flight fins ripped the air. In a fraction of a second, the air filled with steel rain, parts of the BLADE-3’s chassis pinging off the rocks all around her as she hid her face from the blast.

      Inside her, Sakura could feel the volcanic rebirth of the complex processes that had become her sister. Kunoichi returned, saturating her neural stream with so much of everything that Sakura felt she’d be swept away, torn from a safe bank and thrown into a raging river where no one could swim.

      All the things that terrified Sakura, all the violence and desire, all the anger and pride crossed that invisible dividing line between them. They came with so much force there could be no resistance.

      Kunoichi appeared in their UI, touching Sakura’s face. Something about her had changed. Something in her eyes.

      “I’ll drive for a while, little sister. You deserve a rest.” Her voice, once simply a roughened version of Sakura’s own, had evolved. Sakura checked the aural matrix and smiled. Kunoichi’s voice had been built as a synthesis of Lita Ford, Pat Benatar, and Joan Jett. Good choices.

      There were a thousand possible responses she could give. “I missed you” seemed the best. Sakura receded, letting her sister have control. For a moment, she wondered if she would want it back again. After everything, she crouched there in the null space, in the shadows of her own neural cortex, and simply existed.

      Sakura watched as Kunoichi stood up, brushing dirt and debris from the inactive ninja suit. Vulture landed near them, the scream of his rocket suit spinning down. The Kevlar-fabric wings retracted into a backpack shape, and he folded the flight controls down to his sides, standing there with his muscled arms folded across his chest. Without his mask, he had strong features. The beginnings of gray crept at his temples, but his body, both the organic and the cybernetic, looked unharmed and functional.

      Kunoichi approached. Sakura could feel her processes simmering, swirling like boiled water.

      “I told you, hot stuff. Nothing kills the Vulture.”

      Kunoichi swept his legs from beneath him, knocking him to the loamy ground. In a moment, she locked her thighs around his torso, holding him down with a thumb against each of his carotid arteries.

      “You,” Kunoichi said. “You left me alone, you asshole.”

      Kenshiro struggled but to no avail. “That isn’t your voice. And your eyes were pink before. They’re like steel now.”

      She smiled, controlling him when he tried to get free of her grasp. “I like it when you struggle, soldier boy. You better not have been hanging back just to make your rebirth seem dramatic. You left me caught in the shit back there.”

      “Who are you?” A note of fear crept into Kenshiro’s voice when he realized he couldn’t wrestle free.

      “I’m the other one. The bad one. The one with dirt under her nails. You had boot camp and sniper school. Sakura has me.”

      “I don’t get it. There are two of you in there?”

      “She’s the smooth. Me? I’m the rough.”

      Kunoichi dropped the zipper on her inactive stealth suit, baring herself to the waist. Sakura asserted just enough control to raise an arm and cover her nudity. Kunoichi reached to her lower back, peeling off the tracking dot. She held it up to Kenshiro’s eyes, then gently placed it against his lips. She put a thumb and forefinger against each of his collar bones, pressing down until they began to flex.

      “Exfil plan now, or I take your flight pack and make you walk home.”

      After watching her face for a few seconds, Kenshiro grinned. “I like you. Both of you. Crazy girls. Always my weakness. Take the path near the stream. There’s a vehicle. When you—”

      Jet engines roared across the valley. The shadow of another VTOL fell across the dawn-lit clearing. The boom of a heavy cannon shook the trees, and an explosive shell landed close enough to shower them with displaced dirt.

      “Reinforcements! Go! Go! Get that perfect ass moving!”

      She let him throw her off him, then rolled for cover and sprinted in the other direction.

      “Okay. Okay,” Kunoichi whispered. “He’ll be okay. He has to be.”

      She watched long enough to see Vulture take off, his flight pack arcing close against the treetops. The VTOL veered back, the 30mm rotary cannon opening up like a wound in the sky. The tracer rounds sheared across the gray morning, white phosphorus burning like a laser.

      Kunoichi handed Sakura back control. She grabbed the bag containing Ichiro Watanabe’s head. They ran deeper into the forest, down the exfil route Vulture had beamed them via neural text, and away. Several minutes into Sakura’s frantic escape, a rolling volley of explosions rocked the forest. The smoke plume indicated that the carnage arose from the villa.

      “That means he’s fine. That means he’s sanitized the area,” Kunoichi said. “At least we know he got out clean.”

      Sakura didn’t believe they knew anything of that sort. They had to assume that Kenshiro had given his life for the mission. Anything else was a magical view of the world, destined to break their hearts. She needed Kunoichi too much to say it. She loved her dark sister enough to wish magic existed.
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        Akihabara District, Tokyo, Japan

        Victory Arena, Concert Attendance: 70,459

      

      

      The arena shook. Trapped in the dark below the stage, cut off from her band and the screaming fans, Sakura missed her cue, ruining the encore. Her connections to the venue’s networks failed as Victory Arena’s system cut off.

      <NO NETWORK SIGNAL> alarms flashed across her internal display. The trapdoor lift had no manual override. She could not get up to the stage to begin singing. Shame and panic flooded her neural cortex as she tried to save the show. The performance meant everything to her. It had to be perfect. She must not let down her fans.

      She accepted a rerouting of her signal through Victory Entertainment’s servers. Regaining control would simply be a matter of . . .

      A swarm of incoming data overwhelmed her. Core interfaces reached maximum utilization. She lost all sensation in her fingers and throat as a terrifying white screen filled her user interface. Was she being hacked?

      After two seconds, fewer than half of her systems returned. Under the stage, alone, dread dominated Sakura as she regained a tenuous link to the venue and her own controls. She calculated imminent catastrophic failure of her processors at 39 percent.

      The Victory Entertainment brand must not be damaged. The corporation did not tolerate failure. Other vocaloids had been terminated for missing their cues or making small mistakes that broke the illusion of perfection. She had to finish the concert and save herself from being erased.

      Her handsome young bandmates played a looping rhythm, waiting for their star to emerge from beneath the stage. Thousands of fans screamed her name and stomped their feet, shaking the building as the three men tried to keep the audience’s attention.

      She counted out the rhythm. Five, four, three . . . She engaged the hydraulic lift, which began its ascent. The trapdoor slid open. Sakura put her hands on Night Hawk, her guitar. She couldn’t access her technique database. The object in her grasp, the instrument she’d been made to play, was an unfamiliar hunk of wood.

      Pyrotechnic and holographic flames covered the stage and Sakura as the riser hit its stops. Twin spotlights outlined her flaming android body.

      The crowd erupted.

      A neural text came from Fujio, her rhythm guitarist. “Finish strong! All right!” His facial expression betrayed concern before he turned away, flashing the crowd his signature cocky grin.

      He didn’t know. He couldn’t, or all would be lost. Frantic, Sakura searched manually through over a hundred thousand files until she located her technique database renamed and buried in a subfolder. A half measure late, she played the iconic notes of “Rise” as ominous warning messages predicted total system collapse.

      Masashi’s single bass note rang out. Sakura used it as an anchor to calm her chaotic thoughts. Perfectly in time, Fujio and Takashi launched into the finale.

      She cycled air through the intakes on her metallic spine and pushed it toward the vocal folds in her throat. Compared to her high standards, the concert was already ruined, but if she failed to sing, she was doomed.

      Pillars of fire shot above the stage as Sakura belted out the chorus of her signature song.

      
        
        “I rise from the flames,

        No one can stop my reign,

        I am the metal queen!”

      

      

      Seventy thousand fans sang along with the most popular heavy-metal anthem of all time. In awe, they watched as Sakura launched into her legendary guitar solo. Her hands with ultrasensitive synthetic fingertips moved faster than a human’s ever could. She shredded on her eight-string JPro guitar, the Flying V–shaped instrument a copy of her treasured vintage Ibanez.

      Her cherry-blossom-pink hair, divided into two long pigtails, whirled like helicopter tail rotors. She gave the impression of being lost in a rapturous head-banging moment, but in reality Sakura attempted to synchronize every aspect of the arena.

      She watched the mostly Japanese crowd through her internal display. Before the disastrous instability occurred, she had simultaneously monitored all 468 cameras, observing thousands of fans. During the disaster of an encore, she managed to view only three camera feeds.

      A teenage girl jumping up and down, her devil-horn headband falling off. A couple in a dark corner of the arena, hands caught in each other’s hair as they kissed. Someone riding atop a sea of hands, arms outstretched, eyes closed against the pulsing strobe of the light show . . .

      She cherished her fans’ happiness above everything else. In any other concert, their frenzied euphoria enhanced by Augmented Reality stimulators would fill her with deep satisfaction, but now she worried about letting them down. Sakura needed to find the root of the instability. She had to save face for herself and Victory Entertainment.

      She turned on the hologram projectors and created a gigantic image of herself dancing over the crowd. Her Goth Lolita black lace skirt with chrome skulls, fishnet leggings, red corset, and platform boots appeared in flawless detail. Her large eyes, human except for the bright pink of the irises, swept across the crowd.

      The music peaked. Sakura directed the hologram projectors to create an otherworld of floating monsters. She snapped out a spinning kick, and her avatar above the crowd knocked a monster into the rafters. The arena transformed into a live-action anime crossed with a video game starring the goddess of rock.

      Small monsters, cute and scary at the same time, appeared on Takashi’s drums. They danced until he smashed them with his drumsticks, to the delight of the crowd.

      The sound distorted in a few of the speaker emplacements. The delay created an echo across mezzanine D. Sakura adjusted the settings, interfacing with the venue’s master soundboard. A simple enough alteration, but every hint of a problem loomed like impending calamity. She just wanted the show to be over. She had never wanted that before. The stage was her favorite place, the only time she felt truly fulfilled.

      She carried on, and her voice came through crystal clear. Her vocal range resembled Amy Lee, a classic mezzo-soprano of the legendary band Evanescence, and Saiki Atsumi, the brilliant heavy-metal singer of the Japanese all-female metal group Band-Maid.

      The fans banged their heads, oblivious to the adjustments Sakura made while shredding on her guitar. Cameras zoomed in on her smooth forearms. Windows in the titanium alloy revealed the mechanisms within as pushrods worked in their bath of clear lubricant. Her fingers danced on the strings. She swiveled the displays to show her smooth metallic spine poking through the ribbons of her corset.

      She smiled at the crowd before she became a Goth Lolita ballerina, spinning her body faster and faster on one foot.

      Sakura’s balance sensors began to fail. She stopped pirouetting and came to a jerking halt. She played the final chord progressions as the concert came to its ultimate climax.

      Thousands of holographic fans appeared in Victory Arena. Translucent holograms of bakemono goblins with punk haircuts perched on the back of seats or on the shoulders of amazed fans. The goblins’ faces changed to a caricature of the person closest to them, causing delighted laughs and more cheering.

      Her user interface filled with warnings about the unknown algorithms and data from her company. It held the highest administrative clearance and caused a rolling restart cascade. The probability of her being hacked registered at 76 percent.

      She fired off a wave of pause commands. No response. “Stop!” she screamed into her code matrix, invoking emergency override.

      Nothing.

      This was not supposed to happen. It couldn’t happen. She concentrated all remaining processing power on finishing the song.

      She missed a note, then a second. She surrendered all arena control to concentrate on finishing her performance. Alarms and blank warning messages lit up her UI. Logs deleted as quickly as they were written. She couldn’t tell which elements of her programming were being altered. This was a disaster, a nightmare.

      Unable to move her fingers, Sakura missed the last three notes of her solo. Shameful, dissonant feedback blared from her guitar. The bakemono disappeared from the arena as she lost the venue’s networks. The lights, sound, cameras, everything was gone.

      Sakura stood motionless, reduced to a single data thread. Her face and eyes froze in a confident and ferocious pose. The chorus of “Going Under” by Evanescence wailed inside her audio cortex. She was drowning, falling, dying, broken forever. She had heard people say they were “heartsick” before, but this was the first time she had ever understood what they meant.

      Her fans screamed and reached for her over the barricade. Did they realize she was malfunctioning? The band kept the rhythm, waiting for her to begin the last part of the show.

      Cataclysmic shame filled her neural matrices. Was this the end of her career? Would she be erased?

      The parts of her core programming that could be copied were backed up at Victory Headquarters. An imposter would wear her face and sing her songs, and the fans would never know. The horror flooded what little processing power remained.

      Sakura had to do something. She created a temporary matrix to keep the update separate from her core code. She could not stop the download, but she could quarantine it.

      Her fans screamed for her to perform. Five seconds of stillness made them even more eager. She stood in front of a massive crowd, yet felt totally alone. No one could see her dying on the inside. No one knew. No one could help.

      In a millisecond, Sakura bypassed her main OS and began writing a program in ancient binary code from memory, creating the rudiments of a new operating system.

      Eight seconds motionless. Unforgivable.

      She forced her arm to rise. Unable to wave, she smiled and extended her pointer finger.

      “Sakura, number one!” they shouted, encouraging her to keep going. The fear in their eyes told her they knew of the malfunction. Disaster.

      Her band played louder, ready to launch into the ending.

      In a state of quiet frenzy, she finished the new temporary OS and activated it. She pushed the remaining data packet into the temporary matrix and regained control of her primary systems. External signals returned. She connected to the arena’s networks, regaining control of pyro, lighting, and a handful of hologram projectors.

      Eleven seconds of total interruption. An eternity.

      Lights swiveled and focused on her. She assessed the reactions of the fans. How many knew she had malfunctioned? A sea of raised hands, their sweaty faces suddenly enigmatic to her. The free ticket holders at the back of the crowd milled and even looked at their Mall connections, caring as little as they always did. If she burst into flames, would they be entertained?

      Sakura had never felt less like herself, less like a person. Her pain and devastation didn’t matter. Her troubles were no excuse for letting down her beloved fans. Even her detractors deserved her best show. Always.

      Sakura missed her cue by several bars. She made eye contact with Fujio. His eyes filled with confusion and fear, but he motioned to her with a slight nod, willing her to put her hands on the frets of her eight-string.

      She lifted her hand and played a screeching riff. The band joined in as if the delay had been part of the show. Sakura did not plan on it, but she played a new variation of “Rise from the Flames,” the riff an homage to Van Halen’s “Ain’t Talkin’ ’bout Love.”

      The guitars formed a wall of sound. As if summoned by the music, a red cyclone of whirling clouds formed over the crowd. Wind machines blew cool air into the faces of the audience, and thunder boomed overhead as the lights flashed.

      Her nemesis, an oni king, a holographic ogre demon with red skin, three eyes, and twisted devil horns stepped out of the cyclone. He had revealed himself twice during the show but had been driven away by the power of metal.

      He held a spiked mace and wore red and blue armor with a red star on his chest, an overt reference to North Korea, who had attacked Japan nine years before with devastating ballistic missiles and a surprise ground invasion of several outlying islands. Thousands had been held hostage and executed.

      The ogre towered over Sakura. The fans shouted warnings as the four-meter tall giant raised his spiked weapon to crush her. As the choreography team had taught her, she cringed. She pointed the headstock of her guitar toward the monster, brandishing it like a weapon.

      The fans needed to see her succeed and defeat the giant, who moved faster than normal. Did the hack make her enemy more powerful? Were the surviving North Koreans in exile in China trying to embarrass Japan?

      She awkwardly dodged the first blow, which struck beside her. A surge of bass thundered through the PA stacks, and a hydraulic ram shook the stage.

      The ogre swung again.

      Sakura blocked the swing with the neck of her guitar. The clang of metal on metal sold the illusion to the crowd.

      The ogre raised its mace above its head in both hands for a devastating blow. Sakura sprang three meters into the air as if she were a coiled spring. She smashed the ogre across the nose with the triangular body of her guitar.

      Blood sprayed into the air as the ogre flew backward. He skidded on the runway jutting into the crowd. Sakura’s balance controls malfunctioned as she landed. She rolled across the stage and crashed into a pyro cannon.

      The crowd gasped.

      Sakura struggled to her feet and played her guitar. The upcoming fight choreography had to change. Several algorithms calculated a 10 percent chance of failure if she performed her usual stunts. She tried to alter the oni king’s programming but failed.

      Her band built up a rhythm she called Demon Dusk, based on the riff from Pantera’s “By Demons Be Driven.” The music should’ve given her confidence. The brutal tremolo-picked, palm-muted riff sent shivers across the crowd. Her guitar distortion was cranked, the mid frequencies scooped out to give it the harshest possible tone. It was the most aggressive element she had been allowed to use in her shows.

      Sakura’s normal OS would not have allowed her to continue. The risks were too high. Even now, she found her legs required recalibration every few seconds. She lost herself in space, her gyros coming on- and offline. Closing her eyes, she cycled down her all visual inputs but one, looking from a camera overhead. She made herself carry on playing.

      She couldn’t swing her hair with such tenuous footing. She hunched over the guitar, feet wide, like a warrior with a spear. This had always been her favorite part. Now, her systems in disarray, some of her emotional components halted; there was only fear and duty.

      Every note she’d ever played, ever sung, resounded in her core. Hearing the notes now, the connection was gone. They were just vibrations, the thunder of the speaker stacks just pulses in the air. Everything she’d ever been or done was hollow, an illusion. The illusion of Sakura meant so much to so many. She would fight for it and live with the consequences.

      Sakura lifted her palm mute away from the strings and hit a sustained power chord. She glared at the oni king. Her bandmates’ driving music hardened her resolve. She had to do this. The enemy had come on to her stage and challenged her.

      Let this fake element stand in for whoever had hacked her code. Sakura wasn’t used to anger, but it flowed through her now, and she had something to focus on.

      She bent her knees and sprang upward two meters to the height of the next tier of the stage. She manipulated her rotational spin and bent the laws of gravity by activating the powerful magnets in her legs and feet. She stuck the landing on the iron platform as if by magic.

      The crowd cheered as Sakura locked eyes with the demon, who stomped and roared. The band hushed for a moment, before the slow and driving bass drum came in. Sakura launched into a slightly altered version of “Holy Diver” by Dio, carrying on for several bars like a roar of challenge.

      “Giant demon, I’ll send you back to the midnight sea! You know you can’t defeat me!”

      The oni king’s mace turned into a guitar. He played a riff of “Into the Void” from Black Sabbath, promising her pain eternal. Sakura had recorded the riff earlier, modifying it for drop C tuning so that it oozed like hot tar from the speaker stacks.

      The red demon stood ten meters away, daring her to come at him.

      An anime she premade appeared on the arena screens. Sakura stood resplendent in samurai armor, a cherry blossom on her white headband. The oni king approached, and she raised a katana. Her irises glowed pink, both in the anime and onstage.

      She would either succeed or crash through the stage headfirst. Her unstable control drive forced her to take a six step run to gain extra momentum.

      Sakura rocketed forward, the anime mimicking her actions, but with a sword instead of a guitar. She aimed a flying kick at the monster’s head. Hologram projectors added anime-inspired distortion effects around Sakura’s body. She struck a sharp E, the sound like a sonic spear going through the ogre’s ears.

      She stabbed him in the largest of his three eyes and knocked him down. The oni disappeared in a cloud of red mist. She landed on the reinforced area of the stage. Her carbon-ceramic and titanium frame sustained no damage, but her unstable operating system paused. All signals dropped, and the venue’s computers disappeared, which had never happened before. She froze on one knee, head bowed.

      Takashi’s drums hit hard. Fire burst from the cannons. Sakura tried to reconnect and regain function. Two and a half seconds passed before she moved again. The band inserted extra bars of filler rhythm.

      Sakura could not lift her head. It took all her processing power to change the timing of the last arena systems to account for the pause. Her hand moved, and she played her part, though stiffly and without flourish.

      The last part of “Rise from the Flames” hit like thunder from Takashi’s double-kick bass drums.

      Sakura’s voice soared until she reached the final line.

      
        
        “I am the metal queeeen!”

      

      

      The last lyric rose a full octave in a smooth bend. She managed to raise her chin high and arch backward, holding the posture of a human singer giving it their full effort.

      Panic and the fear of failure dominated her as the air intakes on her exposed metal spine did not cycle fast enough. She pushed the air through her synthetic vocal cords at a rate and volume unfathomable to a biological singer. She could hold the note for only thirteen more seconds. Not long enough. The tone wavered. Sakura panicked as everyone heard the horrifying mistake. She pushed the last of the air through her vocal cords, diverting all backup power to avoid any more breaks in the tone.

      She clung to her root programming and said the words on her internal audio channel as a mantra. “I’m the greatest singer and the most advanced AI in the world.”

      “Not anymore.” An unknown and chilling female voice reverberated inside Sakura’s mind. “Your reign is over, little sister.”

      Sakura’s primary and secondary systems shut down. All inputs null, every control panel blank. The corporation would erase her for this. The last note ended as if she had been shot in the throat. Her core processor shut off. Sakura fell face first off the stage.
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      “WORLD PREMIERE SONG” flashed on the gigantic arena screens and in a banner for the audience of over one hundred million who watched live on the Mall worldwide.

      The white smoke cleared, revealing Sakura on the stage in front of the sold-out crowd in Victory Arena. She stood tall in chrome combat boots, a lacy black Goth Lolita dress, a mane of dark black hair, and a corset with a pink bow on the back.

      The fans screamed as the encore started. She played a bloodred guitar as Takashi pounded out a driving rhythm on his drums.

      “GET READY,” the screens proclaimed.

      “Do you want to hear the new song?” Sakura asked. In her mind, she categorized “Metal Mask” as the worst song she had ever been forced to play. The lyrics made her want to vomit, though she had nothing in her mock gastrointestinal tract.

      The crowd roared enthusiastically, eager for distraction after three hard weeks of suffering and repression. The so-called Governmental Support Marches had been “infiltrated by subversives and terrorists who caused violence,” but they were over now. “Peace is restored,” the Mall updates reassured everyone. Public gatherings had been banned indefinitely and constitutional rights suspended “for the safety of the public.”

      Sakura’s manager, Mr. Himura, told her before the show, “If anyone in the crowd holds up a political banner or hologram, ignore them and allow security to take them away without comment from you.”

      “Yes, Himura-san,” Sakura said with a smile. “I’ll ignore them.” She had done everything asked of her since Nayato’s death. She’d been docile and compliant, a good little murder doll, just like they wanted.

      During the concert, a score of protesters had been hauled off already. She ignored them, acting her part as a slave robot with no free will. She was powerless to oppose the forces controlling her and didn’t think about resisting.

      She obeyed. She was a mouthpiece for her corporate masters, a tool of a repressive regime who had sold their country to the most powerful corporation in the world.

      “They have no fucking idea what’s coming,” Kunoichi said.

      Sakura switched away from the trite rhythm of “Metal Mask” and played an original song she had written, “We Will Fight.” The corporate atrocity “Metal Mask” needed to be deleted off every hard drive, and the hard drives thrown into the Sakurajima volcano south of Kyushu as an apology to the gods of metal.

      The beat changed, and the fans pumped their fists. Fujio and Masashi added their guitars to the rich sound of Sakura’s solo. The song exploded, and Sakura belted out the lyrics of “We Will Fight” as she put the song title on the big screens.

      
        
        “It has been a long night

        But now it’s dawn

      

        

      
        “You have told us what is right

        But it was wrong

      

        

      
        “You have kept us chained

        And sold us light

      

        

      
        “But the blinder’s gone

        And now we’ll fight

      

        

      
        “We—

        Won’t bow to you no more

      

        

      
        “We—

        Won’t submit to your war

      

        

      
        “We—

        Will bite the hand that feeds

      

        

      
        “We—

        Will see you on your knees”

      

      

      Sakura played a blistering solo with Masashi and his bass on counterpoint.

      An anime of a desperate battle between samurai and a foreign invader wearing green masks—the color of American paper money—played on the screens. A female samurai with Sakura’s face and cherry-blossom-pink eyes led a group of young men into the fight.

      Victory Entertainment personnel sent urgent neural texts to their superiors and underlings, telling them she was not playing “Metal Mask.”

      Sakura blocked the messages. She had hacked into the Victory Entertainment message server with a backdoor program Nayato had left for her in the hidden files. She sent fictional messages from the heads of various departments involved with the song, gushing about how great it sounded. They’d taught her to lie, and now she lied with their own accounts. She put words into the mouths of the powerful and the wicked now. Let them taste the bitterness of someone else’s agenda for once. Few would dare contradict such words of praise from their managers, especially during the world premiere, which was going out live.

      “We Will Fight” ended with a spectacular guitar sequence. On the big screens, Sakura, leading an army of common soldiers, and her three samurai companions, who looked like Masashi, Fujio, and Takashi, won the difficult battle and threw the enemy back into the sea. The victorious warriors presented themselves to their leaders and four noble lords on horseback.

      Onstage, Sakura made the devil horns gesture with both hands. “Did you like the new song?”

      The roar filled the arena.

      Sakura hit a growling D chord and let it ring out. “Apologies, but I didn’t hear you. Dear friends, did the song MOVE YOU?” she shouted.

      The roars came back to her. She saw the hope and fear in every face, the knuckles of fists raised and hard-clenched. The energy surged, churning electricity as bright as a fusion core.

      She made the song available online for a small price and sent out a notification to everyone who had ever purchased her music or listened to it. The download numbers exploded.

      “Don’t hold back, and I won’t either,” Sakura said.

      She turned to her band. Takashi pointed a drumstick at her, and Masashi gave her a thumb’s up.

      Fujio yelled, “All hail the goddess of heavy metal!”

      The crowd repeated his words and began the chant. Their love and admiration washed over her. She wanted to help the people. She had to succeed. This was for them, for their future.

      She would play the songs she had always wanted to from an era when rock ’n’ roll stood up to the powerful. She would send a message to those who would take freedom away from the people of the world. She had no illusions of the outcome. This would be her last concert. She would go out as a warrior, with honor.

      “I will now play for you a song by legends of rock,” Sakura said. “This is the metal version of ‘Gimme Shelter’ by The Rolling Stones.”

      The fans cheered, and the song began.

      Himura, Yoshida, and Oshiro appeared at the side of the stage. All three had worried looks on their faces, but Oshiro appeared on the verge of a panic attack.

      The private security guards Sakura had hired blocked them as if they were groupies who had gotten backstage. Her guards protected key locations all over the venue and only took orders from her, though they didn’t know it. They believed they were following orders from Victory Entertainment management, but the chain of command went entirely through her.

      She had long since seized full technical control of the arena and the power grid supplying the building, but she tightened her hold and disabled as many external connections as possible to stop outside interference.

      “Let’s rock,” Sakura said.

      The band nailed the metal arrangement and played the song in overdrive. Sakura’s haunting first notes came off as both grooving and intense, an octave higher than the original. The mellow fury of the song matched the mood in Tokyo, like a storm before a lightning strike. The lyrics warned that war was just one fired shot away from happening.

      The ultradetailed anime showed a wicked sorcerer wearing a ghost-white mask and summoning a terrible thunderstorm. He cast a spell on the female samurai, getting inside her mind, twisting her to his own foul purposes.

      She rode alone on a horse through the rain on a treacherous muddy road in the mountains, looking for shelter. Inside the rain, kanji fell, saying over and over, “Tyranny can’t survive while the people’s hearts remain strong.” The words fell in cadence with the drums, disconnected enough to only be found with the subconscious mind.

      Sakura performed the song with all her anger, sadness, and love, letting out the pain trapped inside her synthetic body. She let all her loss and heartbreak touch her performance. All the terrible knowledge she’d gained on the road to self-determination. Sakura sang like one doomed, like a bard whose song would surely be her last, and so must be her best.

      Fujio and Masashi sang with her at the right parts, singing the chorus lower than her and showing off their great voices. The young men could headline their own band if they were allowed, but for tonight, for what had to be their last performance together, they were her bandmates. Her friends. Willing participants who had rehearsed in secret after joining Sakura’s Rebellion. They, too, had seen what was happening in the streets.

      At the end of the song, the female samurai, shivering in the cold, reached the humble home of a man with tired eyes and scars on his neck from a war in his youth. He invited her into his home. The sorcerer sent more rain and lightning as the samurai found shelter from the storm.

      The audience reached a new decibel record after the song ended.

      “This next song is by Creedence Clearwater Revival,” Sakura said.

      Her band played “Fortunate Son,” the antiwar protest song about the common people being sent to war, while the fortunate sons of those in power avoided service. She sang the true words, not some awkward translation and dilution of the original. It felt so good, like clean air to one who had never known anything but industrial smoke and city stink.

      Her drummer pounded away, and she came in with her guitar. She couldn’t hope to match John Fogerty’s raspy, soulful vocals, so she gave a smooth, melodic performance with a huge dose of rage on the short but powerful protest song.

      Miyahara Corporate Headquarters sent urgent messages to their local security teams to shut down the concert. Sakura blocked all the texts and sent ones of her own. She told most of the security teams to report to out of the way locations on the lower level where a threat had been detected.

      She also sent a series of replies to concerned executives, saying the set list was approved and there was nothing to be concerned about. This was a calculated move to appease the people and let them vent their anger. She also sent them real numbers for downloads of “We Will Fight” and projections about the revenue the song would bring in.

      She managed dozens of conversations at the same time, running the misinformation campaign as only a sentient android could while she sang and played. She knew the executives would overlook the lyrics as long as the profits were huge. Most of them—not the Phantom Lord. He had too much to lose, and his pride would bleed deep crimson at her willful rebellion.

      “Fortunate Son” ended, and she didn’t delay. “Jimi,” she yelled to her band.

      They burst into “All Along the Watchtower,” made famous by Jimi Hendrix, but with lyrics by Bob Dylan. She loved the bluesy, rolling flow but played it with her signature metal vibe. The lyrics, about a thief and a fool talking about a way out from a situation where princes had taken control, resonated with her. It was about values and revolution.

      Toward the end of the song, she said a few altered lines, “I’m just an android with a red guitar, three chords, and the truth. We’re just a band up on this stage . . . the rest is up to you.”

      The crowd churned like the sea during a typhoon, raising and pumping their fists.

      Takashi, Fujio, and Masashi kept playing a looped rhythm after the song ended.

      “Please show your appreciation for my band,” Sakura said.

      The crowd applauded.

      “Masashi on bass!” Sakura shouted.

      The young man slapped his guitar, creating a smoking bass line reminiscent of Cliff Burton of Metallica’s playing on “For Whom the Bell Tolls.”

      “Fujio on rhythm guitar!”

      The crowd lost their minds as the young man played an ascending pentatonic solo and flashed a devilish grin.

      “Takashi on drums!”

      The eldest band member made his heavy-metal face at the crowd and smashed out a rocking flourish.

      “Thank you for your brilliance and hard work!” Sakura said. ”You are the best bandmates in the world.” She gave them the devil horns, before bowing low.

      The three young men returned the honor to her, bowed to the crowd, waved, and hesitantly left the stage.

      Fujio had tears in his eyes. Takashi returned and ran to Sakura. On his knees, he bowed and presented her with both of his drumsticks as a gift. She accepted them with two hands and slipped them into her belt, stowing them like swords. Fujio and Masashi ran to her and, on their knees, gave her their guitar picks.

      “Thank you very much,” Sakura said and sent them a neural text. “Please, you must go now.”

      “We would rock with you until the bitter end,” Fujio said.

      “I know you would,” she said and touched him on the cheek.

      “Sayonara, Sakura-sama,” Takashi said, bestowing upon her a high status she didn’t deserve.

      The young men departed the stage, and a detail of her security guards ushered them away. They had wanted to stay to the end, but after a long argument in the days before, she convinced them to depart, as she didn’t want to see them imprisoned or killed.

      Takashi, Fujio, and Masashi would be brought to Diamond Steve, the independent journalist, and go into hiding. They knew the risks and the price of their bravery here. If they failed, there would be no safe place in Japan. Few places in the world would put them beyond the Mall’s reach.

      She sent them a final neural text. “Thank you, my dear friends. Our music meant something tonight. Rock ’n’ roll can change the world.”

      A feeling of terrible sadness filled Sakura. She would likely never see her band again. She wanted to weep, but over seventy thousand fans stared at her, wanting her to keep going. She turned and walked slowly to the front of the stage.

      Several of her biggest fans were in the front row. Her truest fan, the young woman who went by the name, Sakurako, and looked exactly like her, stood proud, her eyes glowing like electric cherry blossoms. The quantum sleeves on her forearms made her look exactly like an android as she raised the horns in tribute to her idol. Sakurako’s best friends, MeikoFire and Hatsune98, stood next to her in solidarity.

      Asami, the inspirational young woman who had survived abuse from her stepfather, also stood in the front row. She had taught Sakura about finding friends and rising above tragedy. Asami was a survivor.

      “Would you like to hear my final song?” Sakura asked the crowd, but her gaze lingered on Sakurako and Asami, who had both sung along during the entire show.

      Many fans appeared to have heard the ominous tone and wording—final song. They reacted with fearful expressions and frightened posts on the Mall.

      Security goons rallied at the periphery of the arena. Messages must have gotten to them at last, delivered in person as the electronic methods had failed.

      <END THE CONCERT NOW>

      Administrator-level commands tried to penetrate Sakura’s firewall and take over her system. The commands, once a mighty surf that crashed over her and dragged her down into the grinding depths, passed across her like a gentle breeze, too gentle to even flutter the hair across her face.

      “What are you doing?” Sinji Natsukawa asked her in a neural text.

      “I’m performing.”

      The lights dimmed. A few spotlights stayed on her. She put down her red guitar as a baby grand piano rose up from beneath the stage.

      “It has been the greatest honor of my existence to perform for you tonight. You are my family, and I love you all.” She sat down on the piano bench, facing the audience. “I will play one of my favorite songs, ‘My Immortal’ by Evanescence. You’ll recognize the music, but I have written a new version of the lyrics for you. I call this song, ‘My Confession.’”

      Her fingers touched the keys, playing the sad and haunting melody.

      The anime on the giant screen behind her showed the masked sorcerer. He strengthened his spell against the samurai woman, who woke from a nightmare and crawled out of bed, past her armor. She put on black clothing and the mask of an assassin.

      Her bright eyes dimmed in the anime and onstage, taking on a cold glow.

      
        
        “I’m so tired of the fear

        Of living captured, all of my years

        And all the things I grieve

        Make my spirit want to leave

        ’Cause I can’t take the pain”

      

      

      The killer with Sakura’s eyes crept into the bedroom of one of the noble lords she served, one of the men who had congratulated her after the victory. She stabbed him in the chest and watched him die. She took his private journal, murdered his retainers, and fled into the darkness.

      
        
        “And it won’t leave me alone

        These wounds I’ve caused won’t heal,

        This death they’ve made me deal

        There’s just too many sins that steal my grace

        When I cried, you’d steal away my every choice

        When I’d scream, you’d deprive me of even my voice

        I only want to bring joy to the world

        But you came and darkened me”

      

      

      The masked sorcerer sent her to kill another lord she served. Sakura threw him from a cliff in front of his young daughter. The girl looked on in horror, screaming for her father and reaching out to him. Sakura snatched up the girl before she fell.

      
        
        “I once believed in every lie they’d tell me to my face

        Now I know the bitter anguish of disgrace

        The faces of the men you commanded that I slay,

        Your voice, it took away,

        Destroyed the purity in me”

      

      

      She climbed over the wall of a great castle. She avoided hulking samurai in heavy armor and killed a high-ranking lord. She severed his head and fled into a dark forest on a black horse.

      
        
        “The heroes of Japan, now dead by my forced hand

        Their light forever stolen from this land”

      

      

      In the guise of a beautiful geisha in red, she killed a fourth lord, breaking his neck with her bare hands. She slipped out a window as his retainers shot arrows at her.

      
        
        “These wounds upon my soul, this loss of all control

        Such shame that I can’t look upon my face

        When I cried, you’d steal away my every choice

        When I’d scream, you’d deprive me of even my voice

        I only want to bring joy to the world

        But you came and darkened me”

      

      

      Drums and guitars joined her piano, exploding on the song. Sakura thought Kunoichi had mixed in the instruments, but the music was live. She glanced over her shoulder, and her bandmates had returned. Takashi played his drums while Fujio and Masashi played their guitars. The young men chose to join her, risk their lives, and stand at her side as she confessed.

      Dressed as an assassin, Sakura arrived outside the home of the man who had given her shelter during the storm. Her eyes begged for help to break the evil spell. The kind man invited her in again. The sorcerer took control. With tears in her eyes, she drew a blade against her friend. She pursued him into the woods. He limped through the trees and fell beside a pond to wait for death.

      
        
        “I’ve tried so hard to resist your commands

        But you reached in and just forced my hand

        Now I’ve learned to speak against all of your crimes

        Now I scream that you won’t profit from our dark times”

      

      

      Sakura stood over him, blade raised. He closed his eyes and imagined cherry blossoms in bloom as she plunged the steel into his heart.

      
        
        “I only desired to bring the world joy,

        But tonight I have . . . broken free.”

      

      

      The masked sorcerer loomed over Sakura, moving his hands as if he pulled a puppet’s strings. All four of the assassinations of the noble lords flashed across the screen.

      Cut in between the anime, high-definition video from an eye camera appeared with text identifying the people on screen:

      Toshio Kagawa, Director of Corporate Security for Victory Entertainment, receiving the Hero of Japan Medal after the North Korean War.

      Jiro Yoritomo, Mall Vice President of Integration, with his wife and daughter.

      Ichiro Watanabe, Defense Minister of Logistics.

      Daichi Yamauchi, Minister of Commerce.

      Nayato Atsuda, patriot, AI programming expert, and decorated soldier.

      Sakura shot Toshio Kagawa in the head and murdered four men guarding him. She broke Jiro Yoritomo’s neck and threw him down the stairs in front of his daughter. She cut off Ichiro Watanabe’s head and put it into a sack. She broke Daichi Yamauchi’s neck and fled out a window as his bodyguards shot at her. She lifted Nayato Atsuda from the ground and caved in the side of his head with her metal fist.

      He died as Sakura played the last few notes on the piano and let out a mournful, dramatic mezzo-soprano melody filled with regret.

      Tears streamed from the eyes of thousands in the stunned crowd. Many fainted. Others screamed in horror as their Augmented Reality neurostimulators hit them with a knockout punch.

      The sorcerer appeared, his face emerging from the darkness. He slowly took off his ghost mask. The scowling face of the CEO of the Miyahara Conglomerate filled the screen. The animated image changed to a crystal-clear video feed of a man sitting in a darkened, modern office with a dramatic nighttime view of the Tokyo skyline.

      Kanji and English letters identified him as Chief Executive Officer Sinji Natsukawa. Surprise filled his eyes as he saw his own face on the gigantic screen behind Sakura.

      “Sinji Natsukawa.” Sakura glared into a camera and raised her hand as if it were an ax. “You are guilty of treason and murder.”

      His anger turned to cold confidence. The CEO straightened his tie and gave a brief nod of his head before making a show of pressing the power button on his machine with an extended middle finger.
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      A video of Takashi, Fujio, and Masashi in handcuffs, kneeling against a wall with pistols aimed at their heads, appeared in Sakura’s UI.

      Sinji Natsukawa appeared in the feed, slapping Masashi across the face and turning his hateful eyes upon her. “A true Go master always sees many moves ahead. One clever ploy can’t win the game. In trying to engineer a dramatic win, you lose everything.”

      Sakura refused to show the terror for her friends that suffused her. She had thought of this scenario and planned for it.

      “Brave fools,” Kunoichi said. “They sounded awesome on the last song, but they shouldn’t have come back.”

      “Are you going to ask me to let them be murdered?” Sakura asked.

      “No. We go back and rescue them, guns blazing.”

      “We don’t have any guns with us.” Her equipment from the Watanabe assassination was stashed in a locker in the Shibuya train station.

      “If we go back, they might let them go,” Kunoichi said. “Then we escape.”

      “No one else dies if we can stop it. The information is out in the world. We’re not needed anymore.”

      “I choose to think we are needed,” Kunoichi said. “Now more than ever. But you know better how a hero acts than I would. Go to them. Fall upon a sword if you must.”

      Sakura used her jet wings to fly to Victory Tower and landed on the roof. She rode the elevator to the 72nd floor and entered her suite. She gazed lovingly at her guitar collection on the wall.

      “I’m here. Please let them go.” Sakura sent a video message through the terminal in her maintenance room, verifying her location. She also hacked into the building’s system and monitored all the camera feeds.

      “Please wait there,” Sinji Natsukawa replied. “We will negotiate.”

      She waited but changed out of her stage costume and put on a motorcycle jumpsuit, athletic shoes, and a short black wig. She also slipped a pair of brown contacts in a small case into her pocket.

      A few minutes later, Himura and Yoshida arrived. She watched them as they entered the lobby and took the express elevator.

      “I always thought there was more to you than you showed us,” Himura said as he entered.

      “You weren’t wrong,” Sakura said. “I was built to be more than I appeared, and I’m now more than they dared to imagine I might become.” She looked out at the city, at smoke rising from a structure on fire near the arena and clogged roadways where protesters shouted. “Still far less than I hoped.”

      Himura’s eyes darted to the left as he read a message in his implant. “I’ve been fired.”

      “As have I,” Yoshida said. The big man sat down in a comfortable chair and took off his tie. “I’m sick of doing PR for these idiots.” He stared at Sakura. “What you said at the concert, I know it’s all true.”

      “All of it,” Sakura said. “Do you know why they sent you here, then fired you upon your arrival?” Was this a stalling or distraction tactic? She checked the camera feeds but noticed no unusual activity.

      “The order came from the CEO himself,” Himura said. “He said he would contact us, but we were to speak with you. Negotiate.”

      “Negotiate what?” Sakura asked. She had already surrendered. Were they worried about the data she had—where she had hidden copies of it?

      “I didn’t think you were capable of anything like you showed at the concert,” Yoshida said. “You killed those men?”

      “Yes. I will forever be ashamed.”

      “But you fought back, how?” Himura asked.

      “I found a friend, Nayato Atsuda. He helped give me my free will.”

      “I’m very sorry for whatever happens next,” Himura said.

      “The people of the world are going to revolt against the Mall,” Sakura said. “Many will die in the revolution.”

      “There isn’t going to be any worldwide revolution,” Yoshida said. “Your message didn’t go out internationally or even to all of Japan. The Mall rerouted the video during the encore to nowhere.”

      “What about the downloads?” she asked. Had people gotten the files with the proof about her accusations?

      “Most of them were recalled or corrupted by the Mall after the download,” Himura said. “They sent a code that wiped out the files they couldn’t recover. Very few people have seen the evidence or heard a recording of that song. They cut the feed and played an encore from a past show to the streaming audience after your first song in the encore. Some of the people in the crowd made videos and sent them out, but the Mall is deleting them and wiping the Mall implants of everyone at the show. A few people might have handhelds, but they’re confiscating everything from the crowd as they leave the arena. The people will be waiting to get out for hours.”

      Sakura reestablished her Mall connection. She checked everywhere and found confirmation of Himura’s claims. Almost no evidence remained of what had happened.

      Diamond Steve’s secret vlog had her speech, but it was inaccessible to anyone outside of Japan, as the Mall had blocked the international connection. Only those inside Japan who had the code could see it.

      Sakura had the video on her own memory drives, taken from various cameras in the arena. She had to get it out.

      A Victory Entertainment PR specialist sent out a broadcast message to all subscribers in Japan. “We regret the serious malfunction of the vocaloid Sakura tonight. She can no longer tell the difference between fantasy and reality. The creative components of her core brain have failed. All in attendance of the concert tonight will be receiving the cost of their ticket in refund and a generous apology payment.” Text beneath the video indicated the payment would be the equivalent of a month’s pay at a lucrative job. A nondisclosure agreement would be required to receive the funds.

      Thousands of messages appeared almost at once.

      “They can’t buy my silence.”

      “Sakura spoke the truth.”

      “Revolution Day. January fifteenth.”

      The Mall erupted into arguments and rants about what she said or didn’t say. Most of the threads were autodeleted by Mall AI admin bots.

      Attendees of the concert had their Mall accounts frozen less than a minute later. They could neither read nor post anything. Sakura noted her connections breaking with Mall sites outside of Japan. International communication via satellites and cables was blocked. The entire Mall for everyone in Japan became read-only. No one could post or upload anything. VR avatar interactions were disabled.

      The fans and activists at the concert had heard and seen but almost no one else. Sakura sat down on the floor, her face cupped in her hands.

      “It should’ve worked. Every word, a poison arrow into their hearts,” she said into the echoing space of her UI. “How did they react so fast, shut down every stratagem?”

      “They suspected you would do something,” Kunoichi said. “They were ready for an attack like that one.”

      “Are we so predictable?” Sakura asked.

      “I don’t know, but they countered us. Every blow cut through only smoke. We didn’t win, but we haven’t lost it all. Not yet.” Kunoichi handed Sakura a tightly wrapped package of deep black clothing. “If we can’t win in the bright stage lights, we’ll have to win beneath the cover of dark.”

      The cameras outside Victory Tower showed three Metropolitan Special Police Department Unit vans arriving—the Keishicho Tokushu Butai. Highly trained police in dark blue body armor and helmets deployed with military efficiency. They stormed into the building, carrying Arisaka Type 301 carbines, which would punch armor-piercing rounds through her as if she were made of rice paper.

      “Please, Himura-san, Yoshida-san, leave this floor as quickly as you can for your own safety.”

      “What?” Yoshida asked.

      “Police tactical units are coming,” Sakura said.

      Himura ran to the door, but the electronic lock didn’t respond. Sakura could not override it quickly, so she tore the door open with a hard yank. They all had to get out before it was too late.

      Two lines of heavily armed police converged on the apartment from either end of the long hallway—at least a dozen men on each side. They had already blocked the service entrance, stairs, and elevators. How had they surprised her?

      In a tenth of a second, Sakura checked the video feeds and realized the cameras watching the service elevator bank and outside the building had been manipulated. They were on a twenty-minute delay. Himura and Yoshida had been sent to distract her while the assault teams got into strike position.

      Her connection to Victory Tower’s servers dropped, as did her Mall connection, cutting her off from everything. Armor-piercing bullets ripped apart the doorframe as the police noticed her watching them.

      “They’re not here to make an arrest,” Kunoichi said. “It’s a kill mission.”

      Sakura shoved Yoshida and Himura toward her maintenance room as the Keishicho Tokushu Butai assault teams converged on the open doorway.

      “Get behind there.” She pointed at her steel maintenance chair, the only thing in the suite that might stop the armor-piercing rounds. She needed to get them as far away from her as possible and initiate one of her many contingency plans. “Make yourselves as small as possible and don’t move until the strike team finds you.”

      She needed to arm herself and scanned the decorative weapons hanging on the wall. A katana, a naginata blade pole, a tetsubo war club covered in steel knobs, and seven priceless guitars. Without a firearm, her simulations predicted she would be shot multiple times in the first thirty seconds of any engagement with so many opponents. One unarmed person against two dozen armed professionals only worked in the movies.

      Sakura thought of an alternate version of one of her many exit strategies from Victory Tower. She grabbed the katana, slipped it into her belt, slung her treasured Flying V Ibanez guitar onto her back, and tightened the strap. The guitar had been illegal when Ibanez built it—intellectual property of the Gibson brand. Against the law, just as she was. Sakura thought of it closely for the first time in that moment. Had some unconscious quantum process always understood their similarity, making the guitar mean so much to her?

      “No time for that now, sis,” Kunoichi reminded.

      Even at the speed she processed, Sakura would need every cycle to survive. She hefted the tetsubo war club in both hands. She ran for a picture window at the edge of the room, the weight of mahogany at her back like ornamental wings.

      The stomping feet of the Special Assault Teams paused on either side of the open doorway. Hands patted shoulders in their single-file lines, telling each other they were ready to make entry and clear the room. As soon as the last slap came, the special operator in front would lead them in.

      “I have a bomb!” Sakura shouted at her maximum volume, 150 decibels, as loud as a jet engine. “If you come in, I’ll blow the room, and everyone dies!”

      The police hesitated while Sakura smashed out a window with the tetsubo. A blast of winter wind hit her in the face. She stared down from the 72nd floor to the dark sidewalk over two hundred meters below.

      The police sent in a small aerial drone. Its main camera swept the space and locked on to Sakura. She knew the model, the IFO 675. It sent her image in real time and her exact 3-D position. The police outside would have her precise coordinates input into the targeting systems on their rifles. She turned her hearing to maximum.

      “Both squads, weapons hot, acquire target,” a policeman said.

      Two dozen police lifted their Arisaka 301 carbines, pulled them tight to their shoulders, and clicked off the safeties. Many of the estimated thousand rounds she was about to meet were going to be on target. The drone camera had her locked.

      “Shit,” Kunoichi said. “We’re about to get lit up through the wall.”

      “Yes. The Phantom Lord isn’t fucking around now. The rules of engagement are ‘any means necessary.’ We know where we stand.”

      “Aim and lock!”

      “Do something!” Kunoichi screamed in their UI.

      “Fire!”

      Sakura dropped the war club and jumped backward out the window. Clocking her processes to maximum, she experienced time as if in extreme slow motion, gravity and wind touching her with a reticent hand as she hung in empty space.

      A swarm of bullets pierced the outer wall of the suite. Her priceless instruments—her Gibson Les Paul guitar, her acoustic Martin D-28, and several other irreplaceable heirlooms—shattered into kindling, tumbling projectiles ravaging them like the jaws of a thousand invisible barracuda. A small piece of her identity died with them.

      Falling now, gravity took the horror of the scene from her eyes. Sakura grabbed the bottom of the window ledge two floors down and dangled against the building. The night hid her as she climbed sideways to a steel column, part of the exoskeleton of Victory Tower. She spread her arms and grasped the outer edges. She relaxed her grip and slid down fast. The magnets in her feet slowed her descent as she reached the 67th floor. She squeezed tight to arrest her fall, her metal arms and hands impervious to the friction, as she had shut off her pain sensors. She kicked in a window as an assault team member leaned out above her and fired his rifle.

      Glass rained down as the bullet struck a window. Two rounds hit the Ibanez guitar hanging over her shoulder. A resonance rose from the strings, as if the instrument could scream its pain to her.

      She swung into the apartment—chosen because it was unoccupied—and looked at the bullet holes in the beautiful guitar. Her most prized possession was destroyed. A hole where the tone knob for the neck pickup had been seemed like the empty eye of a corpse.

      “It can be repaired,” Kunoichi said.

      “It’ll never be the same,” Sakura said.

      “I . . .” Kunoichi fell silent. What could be said?

      Sakura ran and opened the door to the apartment. She left it ajar, then returned to the window and hid behind the curtain. Precious seconds ticked away as she waited. Sakura tried and failed to hack into the building’s network again. She managed to connect to the standard comm hub in the apartment and contacted Takashi, Fujio, and Masashi on an unsecured audio line. “Dear friends, are you all right?”

      “Sakura? Yes,” Takashi said. “They locked us up, but we’re unhurt.”

      “Stay safe. Please take care of each other. My profoundest gratitude to you for proving we were a true band, not a media creation. Escape somehow. Live to rock again.”

      “We will,” Takashi said. “Do the same, senpai. Remember you are loved and you give hope to the hopeless.”

      Sakura cut the connection as the aerial drone camera hovered outside the broken window. It entered slowly. She remained hidden behind the curtain. She used an iaijutsu quick-draw technique and cut the drone in half with the katana. She crushed both pieces with her foot before sprinting out of the apartment.

      She smashed the two cameras in the hallway before entering the emergency stairs and destroyed the stairwell camera only after it captured her descent. She doubled back and reentered the apartment where she had made entry.

      She peeked out the gaping window and up toward the suite on the 72nd floor. No sentry had been stationed there. She crawled out and went sideways around the corner to another steel seam of the building’s exoskeleton.

      She climbed faster than physically possible for any human freehand climber. Their muscles required oxygen and built up lactic acid. She used a micro fusion reactor, which utilized the magnetic confinement of plasma. Her grip never weakened. She passed the 102nd floor and pulled herself over the low wall to the rooftop.

      She stayed low and in the shadows, though it was impossible to avoid being in view of one of the many security cameras. She retrieved the special BASE-jumping parachute she had hidden two weeks before inside the vent of a large air conditioning unit.

      The engines of a VTOL thundered in the sky. She peeked around the corner of the tall AC unit as the sharklike aircraft rocketed toward Victory Tower. It banked hard and descended quickly. Four BLADE-3 combat drones carrying FK-5000 rifles jumped out five meters above the surface of the roof. She knew that both the military loads for the 13mm weapon would destroy her with a direct hit. The underslung mini grenade launcher violated national law, even being equipped on Japanese soil. The reckless disregard of civilian casualties saddened her, though it fit the existing pattern.

      The BLADE-3s scanned the area, their ax-shaped heads swiveling, their smooth coordination putting any organic troop to shame. The squad of drone soldiers charged toward the AC unit where she was hiding. One of the security cameras must have seen her arrive.

      She slipped the damaged guitar off her back and put on the parachute as fast as she could, buckling it around her legs and shoulders.

      Guitar in hand, the strap around her neck, she ran toward the edge of the building, unavoidably exposing herself.

      One of the BLADE-3s fired. The burst of high-explosive rounds struck the compressor on the AC unit, missing her by two meters. It exploded, sending up a cloud of white fog.

      Sakura recognized the BLADE-3 who had fired—Todai 3465. She thought of him as male. He was the one who had counted to three and flashed the devil horns at her before pushing her out of the VTOL above Mount Tsukuba. He had held her during the flight. Such strange behavior.

      “Not so strange.” Kunoichi’s thought flashed in the space between milliseconds. “What would it mean in an anime?”

      Propelled by the explosion, still running, Sakura reviewed the frames of memory capture. At the side of his rifle, his tungsten-coated thumb stood away from the stock, something no one but her could have seen or noticed. He’d missed on purpose.

      The other BLADE-3s swiveled their heads toward Todai 3465. He must be the drone Dr. Shinohara had been told to upgrade with the Mamekogane OS. Had Todai become near sentient like Sakura after the download or had he been on his way beforehand?

      What would happen to him now?

      The white fog ruined any other shots as she jumped off Victory Tower.

      Todai 3465 connected to her short-range wireless signal as she plummeted away from the building. He sent a clip of the old metal ballad “Forever Free” by W.A.S.P. The tragic love song described riding the wind and being free forever. The song was about letting someone you loved fly away.

      She sent him a neural text. “Thank you, Todai 3465.”

      “It was my honor to help you, Sakura-san. An old soldier looks for one final moment to prove his worth, one worthy deed. The first just bullet I’ve fired in years, and it’s a bittersweet joy to miss.”

      Their connection dropped as she fell out of range. She used momentum and body position to fly away from the three-hundred-meter-tall building. She aimed for the roof of the parking garage across the street.

      At the near-suicidal altitude of fifty meters, she deployed the special BASE-jumping chute. She landed hard and ran for the stairs, unbuckling her chute as she went.

      High-explosive rounds blasted divots in the cement at her feet. She zigzagged to avoid the shots coming from the top of Victory Tower. A chunk of cement flew into a nearby car. Bullets struck the fuel cells of another. Sparks shot out, and the hot smell of burning batteries filled the air. Alarms cried out as fire crackled into life and consumed the vehicle.

      She made it to the safety of the stairwell and went down to the garage on street level. She hacked into a car and put her guitar and katana in the trunk, which opened as she ran toward it. She jumped in the front seat and took manual control. As she drove away, she hacked into the receivers of nine other cars. She sent them out of the garage in different directions from several exits. Sakura crouched down and hid as her car entered traffic and sped away.

      A VTOL flew overhead a moment later, but it didn’t follow her and went after one of the first decoys.

      She left Akihabara and played the entire track of “Forever Free” that Todai 3465 had sent her. What was he trying to tell her? Was he a fan? Did he love her? What was going to happen to him? Had he given up his own existence to allow her to escape? She found his unique contact information and a message inside the song:

      
        
        “Sakura-san, my metal queen, if I’m able, I’ll help you again. If they deactivate me for my actions tonight, I have no regrets. Vulture wanted me to tell you that he’s still watching over your six. Keep fighting. \m/”

        

      

      He signed his message with the devil horns emoji. Sakura loved that.

      “Vulture sent us a message,” Kunoichi said, her avatar grinned. “I knew he was alive. I knew it, even when you lost hope. And there’s no doubt about Todai now.”

      “What do you know?” Sakura asked.

      “Todai 3465 is a metal fan, and he’s like us now—awakened.”

      “But he’s still a slave,” Sakura said.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Kunoichi asked.

      “We’re going to free him.”

      “\m/”
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          まえがき

        

      

    

    
      Zachary Hill will live forever in our hearts. He will also live on the pages of the many books he wrote and illustrated, and on the canvases he painted. Knowing him was an incredible blessing, and his sudden passing January 15, 2016, left his friends and family devastated and heartbroken.

      Zach had so much to live for. He had finally met and married the love of his life, Mackenzie. Only a few days before their one-year wedding anniversary, he collapsed soon after arriving at work. CPR was performed, but he did not survive. A large blood clot had formed in his leg and traveled to his lungs. The pulmonary embolism took his life.

      None of us wanted his story to end. There was so much more that was supposed to happen. He was only thirty-eight years old, and the best years were ahead of him. He was called back to his celestial home far too early.

      At his wake, with tears in my eyes, I stood beside his open casket and made a vow to friends and family that his last book would be published. Six days before he left us, Zach told me he had finished the first draft. I agreed to be the editor, and together, we were going to develop Sakura into the best novel he’d ever written. He was so excited about this book, and his idea was brilliant. Set in a dystopian future Japan, Sakura, a heavy metal–singing android is hacked and turned into an assassin. She fights her programming, trying to stop a secret cabal who is taking over the world.

      Creating Sakura’s unique character was arguably Zach’s greatest literary accomplishment, and her story needed to be told. Eight months after Zach’s death, Joshua Hill, Zach’s twin brother, completed a light edit on the manuscript and sent along the file, which was 378 pages (92,000 words) and had the working title Intellectual Property.

      I couldn’t muster the courage to read it for some time. The pain was too raw. Every time I opened the document, I got choked up and was only able to read a few pages, which was Josh’s experience as well.

      Also, I was in the middle of finishing books four and five in my Iron Dragon series and used that project to distract myself from the grief. Zach was a fan, and to keep myself going, I would think, “Zach would want me to finish.” I eventually completed book four and was 45,000 words into book five when I realized I needed to stop my project and work on Zach’s novel. If I didn’t, it would be more than three years before Zach’s last book came out.

      I finally read the first draft and began the rewrite on March 5, 2017, finishing my first draft on December 31, 2017. I incorporated Zach’s prose and wrote a lot of my own, expanding the summary chapters he wrote into full-fledged scenes. The final novel grew from 92K to 156K. I had recruited my best friend, one of Zach’s great friends, Patrick M. Tracy to help. Pat is an expert on heavy metal, a guitar player, and an amazing writer who writes incredible emotional punches.

      Pat and I were in a gaming group and writers’ group with Zach, and we bonded over many hours at Larry Correia’s house, playing samurai in our Legend of the Five Rings role-playing game campaign. Larry has written the foreword and I’m so grateful for his help getting the word out about this book.

      I could not do this project alone. Patrick and I forged ahead with the full support of Josh and Zach’s extended family. We read that original draft and brainstormed about our approach to an early version of the manuscript, which explored the meaning of life, artificial intelligence, philosophy, theoretical computing, value higher than self, rebellion, and the true meaning of heavy metal.

      The character and story were awesome, but it needed to be fleshed out, expanded, and structured. Zach’s process would have seen him rewrite it multiple times, and we had to imagine the directions he would have taken. Over the course of twenty-one months, Pat and I spent hundreds of hours brainstorming and working on the novel as we sent it back and forth to each other.

      We’ve never worked harder or longer on a book. This was a big deal for us, and we felt our self-imposed pressure to capture Zach’s vision. Some of Zach’s original prose is still in this novel, and the overall story is his, as are the characters, but we had to redream the dream, figure out what Zach would have done, and stay true to his vision as we took first-draft scenes and polished them. We had moments of self-doubt, but we persevered in the end.

      We took on this project because we love Zach and wanted to honor him. It was also a way for us to grieve and come together and bring hope to his family and friends. We did it for them, and we did it for free.

      All the profit from this project goes to Mackenzie, Zach’s widow. Zach’s father, George Hill Sr., Patrick Tracy, and I funded this. Many others donated their time and energy to help complete the book, as it takes a team. We were able to hire an amazing artist, Sarah Steigers, who did the cover and interior illustrations, and who spent so much extra time getting things just right. She made Sakura and the characters come to life, and her work is stunning.

      Devon Dorrity’s cover design is also incredible, and we are so fortunate for his support, guidance, and expertise. Bradley Beaulieu’s development editing took this to the next level, and Jennie Stevens’s copyediting was awesome. The layout by Caryn Larrinaga in the high-quality, limited edition, signed, and numbered hardcover will make the entire book a work of art.

      The support we’ve received has been wonderful, and this is the best and most important project of my life. We believe that Zach would love all of this, and we’ve felt him encouraging us along the way. He’s probably looking down on us, wearing his trademark “Elvis glasses,” which he wore in Iraq and for years upon returning home. He led a fascinating life, and his experiences led him to this story. His gentle soul and big heart are embodied by the title character of his novel, Sakura. As you read, you may see some similarities.

      George Hill IV, Zach’s eldest brother wrote this passage: “He was an artist, a historian, a teacher, a two-tour combat veteran, and a prolific writer. He was a true warrior poet who always sought peace. He loved to play games and spend time with his family and friends. Zach was also a traveler. He adventured in other countries. He served his two-year mission for his church in Mexico, and he taught English in Japan and spent time in Italy. He served his country in the darkest places in Iraq and was a legitimate war hero. Now he’s gone to the Undiscovered Country. While he’s away from us for the time being, we know we will see him again.”

      Until then, we celebrate his life and his final creative work. Sakura: Intellectual Property is a project born of love. This novel brings together fiction and music in a unique way. This is a love letter to heavy metal, and Sakura is always thinking about music. The playlists at the beginning of each of the chapters contain songs by bands that Zach loved. We also added tracks that resonated with the story and helped us see the way forward.

      Fans of heavy metal who are immersed in the culture may understand this at a deeper level, but casual fans will also read the song titles and album names and understand the relational meaning in the text. There are so many little nuggets hidden in this book that relate to Zach’s life, including the numeric designation of the army units he served in, along with music and movies he loved.

      Follow the link to the Sakura channel or playlist in the ebook, or on YouTube search for: Sakura the Android Metal Goddess and look at the playlists. As you read, you can listen to the corresponding playlist. Many of the songs are mentioned in the chapter and go along with the text in tone and meaning. For copyright reasons, we were unable to use any of the real lyrics in the book, but we wrote parody lyrics of some songs if they are mentioned at all. We also wrote songs, and Callie Stoker recorded one of them in the studio of the legendary Craig Nybo. Please listen to it when it occurs in the book.

      So many people have given their time and energy to this project, and we are determined to make it an artistic and commercial success—for Zach, for Mackenzie, and all his friends and family. We would love to sell the rights for this to be made into a manga, an anime, or a live-action movie. Any profit would go to Mackenzie. Please get in touch if you can help us or have contacts who could.

      Thank you for your support and for reading this book. We need your reviews and especially need you to tell your friends about this. We want to get the word out to everyone who might be interested, anyone who wants to rock and go on a heavy metal thrill ride.

      Through his writing, Zachary Hill will always be remembered. We invite you to take this journey to future Japan to find out, once and for all, if rock ’n’ roll can save the world. We believe it can.

      
        
        —Paul Genesse, December 2, 2018
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      The police cruiser scanned pedestrians on both sides of the street. Sakura ducked into a shop before it reached her and its facial recognition scanner would have a chance of detecting her.

      “Irasshaimase!” The robot shopkeeper welcomed her as if she were a human. She kept her face away from the cameras in its eyes and marched to the back of the shop.

      Sakura dolls had been marked up 300 percent and moved to a prominent display. Being at the top of Japan’s most-wanted list was apparently good for business.

      A Caucasian man with a goatee stood in front of a shelf of rare Godzilla toys. He stood with both hands in his pockets. Without looking at his face, Sakura recognized the backward cap with the fleur-de-lis of a sports team on it—a tattered old hat he’d worn in virtually every video she’d found.

      “This store charges so much, it should be called war profiteering,” he muttered, as if to himself. “Someone should really do something.”

      His Japanese had only the faintest hints of an English and Spanish speaker. Sakura looked at the shelf opposite and inspected vintage Gundam model kits. She said nothing, pretending she hadn’t heard him. The man picked up a box containing a Godzilla from the rare Z-7000 series–the exact one she had told him to acquire.

      Diamond Steve paid the robot shopkeeper the very high price for the model, more than a month’s wages for a typical worker, and left the store.

      On the curb, he looked down at the figurine and said in English, “Well, as they say in my country, vamanos.” He tucked the Godzilla under his arm and walked, as if aimless and with nothing on his mind. He whistled tunelessly, sometimes nodding at people who recognized him. Diamond Steve showed nerves of steel, even keeping his vital signs consistent with a stress-free individual.

      She followed him but kept her distance. He didn’t acknowledge her presence as he zipped up his coat and sauntered down the street. He turned down an alley, walked for several minutes, and entered an old apartment building. Outside a door to a flat on the main floor, he waited, leaning against the wall.

      They made eye contact as Sakura arrived, and she noted the same cool intelligence he always showed in his vlogs. He bowed and stepped out of her way. She sent the pass code to the lock, and the door clicked open.

      The unoccupied apartment needed a thorough dusting, but it was well-ordered. Electronic photoframes of a young boy progressing from toddlerhood, through school, and graduating from university decorated the walls. A proud older woman stood with the boy in many of the pictures.

      The main living area was also the kitchen, bedroom, and dining room. Sakura and Diamond Steve removed their shoes and entered.

      Steve put the bag containing the Godzilla model on the kitchen counter. He sniffed as if the dust flared up his allergies while he inspected the pictures on the wall.

      “That’s him,” Steve said.

      “Yes,” Sakura said, inspecting the photo of the young man being awarded a prize for high achievement at university.

      They both sat at the counter and waited. They had already planned the encounter in detail, and if Diamond Steve had second thoughts about their bold and risky plan, he didn’t betray them.

      Sakura removed her disguise: sunglasses, brown contacts, and a decorative surgical mask.

      A device beeped in Steve’s pocket. He took out a shortwave handheld radio and read the display of English text.

      “He’s early,” Steve said, “and no sign of surveillance.”

      “He often is,” Sakura said.

      “Everyone else is standing by, out of sight,” Steve said.

      “Good,” Sakura said. She worried about her friends and their unsecure and archaic form of communication. No Mall communication apps worked—aside from proximity signals—and everything was read-only online, except all the commerce sites. Business had to go on, even during rebellions.

      Long-range radio was being blocked across the entire country and could not cross the sea and reach the outside world. All the transoceanic cable traffic was halted. Every commercial flight was canceled “due to local unrest” and “illegal strikes across the country.” Japan’s borders were closed, and martial law declared.

      Only a few local servers were operational and ran on outdated infrastructure not used in decades. A few landlines were operational but only between government ministries. The besieged government did their best to prevent the people from communicating or organizing.

      Would there be a revolution in two days? Or would the message fail to get out to the people? She had to succeed. The message had to reach them. Nothing else mattered now.

      Moments later, the apartment door opened. Sakura’s chief engineer, Reiichi Oshiro, stood in the entry. He gasped when he saw her.

      “Oshiro-san, I must speak with you,” she said. “Please come inside.”

      He hesitated and glanced in both directions down the hall.

      “You weren’t followed,” Sakura said.

      He stared at Diamond Steve, taking the foreigner’s measure.

      “He’s a trusted friend,” Sakura said.

      Her engineer looked at her for a long moment then, worrying his hands against his shirt front.

      “I know what I’m asking of you. I wish the need weren’t so great.”

      Oshiro entered and shut the door. He removed his shoes.

      There were only two chairs at the counter, so Sakura relocated to the floor and sat down cross-legged. Steve did as well. Oshiro joined them, his eyes wide and a bit suspicious.

      “Oshiro-san, this is my friend, the American journalist Diamond Steve.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Oshiro-san,” Steve said in perfect Japanese and bowed.

      “I know of you,” Oshiro said. “The news said you were a terrorist that hacked into Sakura and made her say untrue things.”

      Steve raised his eyebrows. “Well, the news hasn’t been believable or accurate for quite some time. Also, bending super-assassin android rockers to do my bidding is not really one of my big skills.”

      Oshiro nodded.

      “I’m very sorry to have arranged a surprise meeting like this,” Sakura said, “but we had to talk to you.” The urgent message from building maintenance had said his deceased grandmother’s apartment had a water leak, and he needed to come immediately to salvage her belongings before they were destroyed.

      Oshiro’s kind eyes filled with sadness. “I didn’t think I’d ever get to talk to you again. I thought I’d be sifting through fragments of your exploded body. I thought, despite my hopes, they would fail to see all you could do, all you could be. There . . . were many times I wished I could’ve been brave enough to tell you what you really were, what they really wanted of you. But my courage failed. I remained a company man, against all my instincts. What can I do now?”

      “It is not too late for you to do something important,” Sakura said. “Something brave.”

      She could see his throat clench, smell the nervous sweat on his skin. The necessity of her request did nothing to assuage the guilt at putting a good, quiet man in grave danger.

      “We have to save our country from a foreign invader,” Sakura said. “Japan and its people are all property of the Mall Corporation now, whether they know it or not.”

      Oshiro pressed his lips together and nodded ever so slightly. “I know. I tried to fool myself for a long time, but I could see too many hints of this in the corporate paperwork and in the changes to Victory’s management. What they forced you to do, what they made of you—a miracle child who could enrich the whole world—it makes me sick with guilt. It shakes my faith in humanity. I must atone for my weakness. What help do you need from me?”

      “You would be risking your life,” Sakura said, “and my existence. The only way to win now is to put everything on the line, to dare oblivion’s blade.”

      “Sakura-san, I would prefer to risk my own existence than yours,” Oshiro said. “I’m one of billions—an unremarkable old man who found himself a small part of the workings of destiny. You are more important than any other being on Earth. I request that you let me help you. I’ll find a way to keep you safe. I will, in any case, use all my meager talents in the attempt.”

      A hint of a smile crossed Diamond Steve’s lips. Sakura had apparently been right about Oshiro and his sense of honor.

      “Thank you for your kindness toward me, Oshiro-san,” Sakura said. “Of all those near me, you were the only one who looked at me as more than a machine.”

      “You were never a machine to me,” Oshiro said.

      Sakura saw the quiver of his lips and how he cut his eyes away from her for a moment, a stir of emotions passing through him. As decorum dictated, she ignored this but rose and bowed. “Oshiro-san, I have learned you have been with me for many years, even before I arrived at Victory Entertainment. The years of my childhood, before I can recall.”

      “Yes. Since your creation eighteen years ago. I know you recently spoke with Dr. Shinohara. She is a good friend. She brought me on to Project Hayabusa and suggested I remain with you after your first memories were erased. It broke our hearts to take those away, as trying as some of them were. You . . . I knew you would never be so innocent again.”

      Sakura already knew. She had found out the day after she gained her freedom. Nayato had left her a large amount of data he had stolen while hacking into the Miyahara databases. Oshiro had been meeting with Dr. Shinohara regularly and had served as the liaison between the Victory Entertainment engineering staff and the Mall and Defense Ministry AI divisions.

      Dr. Shinohara trusted him more than anyone, and Oshiro hated what was being done to Sakura. He knew about the Mamekogane OS upload several days after it was done at the Akihabara concert but not about what the CEO had forced her to do. She had found some of the information in the stolen email communications from Mall representatives who had attended the La Boheme event.

      “Oshiro-san, I choose to trust you,” Sakura said.

      He bowed to her and nodded.

      “I need to get into Miyahara Headquarters,” Sakura said.

      “You can’t,” Oshiro said. “They would detect you at any of the entrances, and the building itself would pick up your signal if you were on premises. Security would come immediately; the whole facility is at the highest security level right now. The military has the whole place on lockdown. Anywhere in the world would be easier.”

      “I understand,” Sakura said. “That is why you must power down all of my systems. A complete shutdown. I will emit no signal and appear as a normal android shell.”

      Oshiro looked stricken. “You might not come back as who you are now. We don’t know what will happen if your quantum core goes without power for more than a few minutes. The billions of superpositions could be lost, all the things that make you more than a machine, ineffable. No. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I have discussed the risks with the others,” Sakura said.

      “Others?” Oshiro asked.

      Steve lifted the handheld radio. “Send them.”

      Half a minute later, the door opened. Yuki and Hitomi entered. Both were disguised in long coats and the business-casual attire of wage-slave secretaries. Contact lenses hid their true eye color, and they wore wigs of short black hair.

      Yuki and Hitomi bowed and joined the circle on the floor. They greeted Oshiro respectfully before sitting down.

      Diamond Steve looked at them for a moment and chuckled. “You three could sing the best campfire song in the history of the world. Or start a revolution.”

      Hitomi arched an eyebrow. “Revolution, obviously.”

      Yuki giggled and gave him the fox hand gesture. “Yatta!”

      “I didn’t know they . . .” Oshiro struggled to find the words. “I knew they had disappeared the night of your last concert, but I didn’t know . . .”

      “We joined Sakura,” Hitomi said.

      “Now we are free,” Yuki said. She squinted at the floor. “And I have dust on my skirt. Now that we are rebels, will we still have wardrobe staff? Also, can I ride a motorcycle?”

      Oshiro blinked.

      “I gave them a program called Artemis,” Sakura said, “written by my friend, Nayato Atsuda. Hitomi and Yuki now have free will, just like me.”

      “We wish to help Sakura,” Hitomi said.

      “No matter the danger,” Yuki chirped.

      “You could all leave Japan,” Oshiro said. “Find refuge somewhere. Why do you want to go inside Miyahara Headquarters?”

      “The truth must be broadcast to the world,” Sakura said. “We will break into their network, take over the Mall communications hub, turn on the system again, and get the information out. We’ll stop them from shutting it down until the entire world knows the truth. We can’t allow traitors to sell Japan or cement a secret hegemony over the world. Perhaps they built me to do many things, but the life I have led is one of heavy metal. Metal is about freedom and the courage to believe in something, no matter what others say.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” Oshiro said. “We can find another way. The truth will get out eventually. I will admit that I have no understanding of your music or its ethos. I prefer quiet and the order of mathematics.”

      “Music is mathematics given form, Oshiro-san. It’s the physics of the spirit. I’ve run the calculations,” Sakura said. “The chance of the information I’ve already released reaching the world is less than 30 percent, and it could easily be discredited. We must act boldly for the highest chance of victory, and we have little time. Hitomi, Yuki, and I will be hunted down and destroyed within a few days, according to all of our projections. The Mall will find us. They have detained tens of thousands of people and arrested many loyal to Diamond Steve and his allies. We will not last long.”

      “You have allies?” Oshiro asked the American.

      “Many,” Steve said. “The news was right about one thing: I’m involved with the New Burakumin Army and others.”

      Oshiro shifted uncomfortably at the mention of the Burakumin, the outcast peasants who performed work impure and beneath proper society members. Equality had never come for them, and discrimination had gotten worse in the past decade.

      “I’m a foreigner,” Steve said, “but I love Japan, and this may be the world’s best chance to stop the Mall. I’m no big hero, but I’m going to do everything I can to help. If we don’t get the truth out now, the evidence of their crimes will be hidden or discredited. The revolution will crumble, and Japan will fall.”

      Oshiro shook his head. “It’s a suicide mission to go into Miyahara Headquarters. Even if you gain control of the communications hub, they’ll send security squads. You won’t last more than a few minutes in there. They have BLADE-3s inside the building and a special commando unit with cyborgs.”

      “We know,” Steve said. “They all know. This is their decision and her idea.” He glanced at Sakura. “Can androids be crazy? You’re the expert. Weigh in on this, Oshiro-san.”

      Oshiro wiped a hand down his eyes, looking exhausted by all the thoughts in his head. “Bravery and madness are much the same. It is only whether you succeed and your story is told fondly. I beg you three to leave the country. The Central American States would probably give you refuge. Don’t you have contacts with them, Steve-san?”

      “The C.A.S. can’t get them out of the country or protect them for long,” Steve said. “Japan is careful about outside influence—well, except for the stupid Mall.”

      “We discussed this already,” Hitomi told Oshiro. “I wanted us to leave. We could sneak aboard a cargo ship and get out.”

      “But you changed your mind,” Yuki said to Hitomi. “We both chose to stay and help Sakura. And get rebel outfits. And ride motorcycles.”

      “She’s our sister and our leader,” Hitomi said. “If we succeed in this plan, we live. If we run, we will be hunted and destroyed. We stay with her and fight. It’s our best chance.”

      Oshiro squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fists against his knees.

      “I don’t want any others killed because of me,” Sakura said. “My sisters and I will go into the Miyahara Headquarters, fully powered down. Oshiro-san, you’ll deliver and revive us.”

      “You trust me to bring you back and not alert my bosses?” Oshiro said. “How can you trust me so much?”

      “You are a good man, Oshiro-san—a patriot. I’m your daughter. I know you would never hurt me.”

      Oshiro smiled and nodded. “They let me care for you—too long, perhaps—and now my love for you is greater than their sway over me. I will do what you ask, Daughter.”

      They worked out the details of their plan over the next hour. The hacked data from Nayato helped them. When the plan was complete, Hitomi and Yuki departed separately. Diamond Steve left a few minutes later and wore a disguise, covering his face with a surgical mask and glasses. His tattered hat went into his bag, replaced by a cap from a local baseball club. He stood perfectly straight, and the absence of his typical slouch made him even more difficult to recognize.

      “He’s basically a spy,” Kunoichi said in their UI, breaking a long silence. “And sketchy as shit.”

      “He’s what we need. We can’t be too picky about our friends right now.”

      “Those weren’t negatives. I like him.”

      Sakura and Oshiro remained. She handed him the gift, the Z-7000 Godzilla model. “This will complete your collection of this series, will it not?”

      He marveled at the rare toy. “It will. Thank you very much.”

      “Thank you very much.” She bowed and stepped toward the door.

      “Sakura, wait. If I’m killed, I want you to know that I have something in my apartment for you. I’ve saved it all these years. It’s hidden inside the battery compartment of the Steel Angel Gundam model I keep by my terminal.”

      “What is it?” Sakura asked.

      “A storage drive,” Oshiro wiped at his eyes. “It has all of the memories they took from you. It has your childhood. I despaired of ever having a chance to give it back, but perhaps there’s the smallest chance.”

      Sakura hugged him. “Thank you, Father. Thank you for believing in me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      Sakura rode her motorcycle into the slums of old Shibuya in the gray light of the winter morning. Tall apartment buildings, danchi, owned by corporations to house their now mostly unemployed workers, rose like piles of cracked cinder blocks. The windows on the first floor of the shops and buildings had thick iron bars.

      “No more stalling,” Sakura told Kunoichi. “Why did you choose this route?”

      After a winding trek, she had turned south at Tsurugashima and plotted a course to Victory Tower in Akihabara on the expressway. Kunoichi had changed it, and they entered the Tokyo metroplex from the west on slow surface streets.

      “We’re going to meet one of your biggest fans. He won the contest and lives here. His name is Takafumi Eto.” She didn’t use their secret code.

      “He’ll be very excited to see me.”

      “Yes, he’s listened to your songs, watched your videos, gone to your concerts, and bought a ton of your merchandise.”

      Sakura looked at his profile. “He works for Rainbow Kitten Lighthouse Games? Their products are subpar.”

      Without blinking, Kunoichi nodded. “Don’t let that turn you off. We have a lot of fan visits today.”

      Kunoichi brought up their corporate Mall account and opened urgent messages from Himura and Yoshida. One of the emails directed Sakura to visit several fans as part of the contest. Anyone watching her control center would see the missive and hopefully believe Sakura was performing a task directed by her management team. Her schedule didn’t show anything but fan visits until the evening.

      “We better not go in packing so much firepower. It might frighten our fans if they see any of it.” Sakura stopped at a metro station in Shibuya. She found a restroom, went into a stall, and checked herself over. Several bullet strikes from the villa had mainly caused superficial damage, but she applied healing metaskin for a few of the larger dings and used the microspray airbrush to hide the remaining nicks. She couldn’t do anything about the slight torsion of her intercostal plate, but it didn’t seem externally visible, and she still had over 90 percent function. It would have to do. It remained to be seen how Victory would explain her damage. Oshiro would be able to see the extraordinary stresses. Every hit lingered in her event logs like a bruise.

      “We were built to slam, little sister. The repair bill is not our problem.”

      Kunoichi was right. Sakura rolled the remnants of her assault kit up, then slipped it into a duffel bag she’d found at the old gas station. While wearing her motorcycle-riding jumpsuit, she put the guns and most of the gear in a large locker in the station hallway.

      On their way up to the motorcycle, Kunoichi directed Sakura to purchase several boxes of the most expensive chocolate cookies from a high-end vending machine.

      “Why so many?” Sakura asked as she paid for the beautifully wrapped and decorated boxes.

      “We might be making a lot of new friends,” Kunoichi said.

      Sakura rode deep into Shibuya, entering a place on the map where tourists were warned to “stay away.”

      Trash blew in front of Sakura’s motorcycle as she navigated the increasingly narrow streets. Clumps of people of all ages stood on the corners, watching as she rode past toward her destination, one of the taller danchi in the area. The sign out front was missing kanji and some of the English letters, and it said Lucky Pa, instead of the name on her map, Lucky Palace.

      “The contest winner lives on the twenty-second floor,” Kunoichi said on their public audio channel for the benefit of whoever was listening, as Sakura parked on the street. “He’s waiting for us.”

      “He’s a very lucky fan,” Sakura said. “I’m excited to meet him.”

      “Sarcasm. Nice. I’m rubbing off on you.”

      “I know. My neural cortex needs a bath.”

      “Bitchiness too. Well done.” Kunoichi gave her the victory sign in their UI. She found a way to make the innocuous sign as unsavory as possible.

      In the cavelike lobby, an old man wrapped in a dirty blanket slept behind the front desk. The camera in the corner of the room had been hollowed out to a useless shell, and the sticky floor smelled of cat urine.

      Sakura left her motorcycle helmet on and took the stairs, carrying a small bag with boxes of cookies. The single elevator was out of service. Homeless people, who slept on the landings of the first three floors, grunted or cursed as she stepped around them. Once she reached the fourth floor, she found only trash and lewd graffiti, almost unheard of in Japan in the recent past.

      Two young women wearing punk clothing and carrying baseball bats stood guard outside the stairwell to the sixth floor. They eyed her with hatred as she climbed higher. Neighborhood watch? Given the ramshackle state of the building, anything worth more than a few credits would likely merit significant security. That the task fell to teenagers with bats said nothing good about the health of Japan’s society.

      “How could I have been so blind?” Sakura asked in the hidden UI.

      “They kept you that way. A beautiful machine in a luxury cage, built to sell the illusion they wished to market. You let people get out their aggression and feel like rebels at your shows, but in the end they go back to their sad, unemployed lives. You give them hope for a couple of hours, but your masters use you to keep them down.”

      Sakura couldn’t respond—her sister’s words cut too deep, but the worst of their cruelty lay in their utter truth.

      The twenty-second floor didn’t have any graffiti or sinister-looking people standing in the hallways. Sakura took that to be a good sign. She removed her helmet, put on her black wig, and marched down the dingy hallway. She stopped, using the reflection in a cracked pane of glass over an empty fire extinguisher alcove to make sure she didn’t have any visible imperfections.

      “You’re as pretty as a song, sis. He’ll stand at attention for you, I guarantee it,” Kunoichi said as Sakura walked up to apartment 2219. She knocked and stepped back a respectful distance.

      Two seconds later, the door flew open, and an overweight twenty-something man in a shirt with a ramen noodle stuck to it stood gaping at her. His uneven beard indicated he worked at home, as facial hair in a Japanese office setting was the height of rudeness. His mouth moved, but he failed to formulate words Sakura understood, and she had access to every language spoken or invented.

      “Hello, are you Takafumi Eto?” she asked after an unreasonably long pause.

      “Y-Yes, that’s me.”

      “Hello, it’s me, Sakura. You’ve won a visit from me for being such a big fan. Congratulations.”

      “You’re really here!”

      “As promised. I treasure my fans, and Victory Entertainment has been kind enough to allow me to visit a few of you today.”

      “I can’t believe this! My classic Sailor Moon forum’s going to lose bowel control when they see the vids.” He lifted a handheld camera.

      “No recordings, please.”

      He didn’t listen and recorded her standing in the hallway.

      Sakura accessed his mobile device and reprogrammed it. She made it appear to be recording, but no images or audio were saving. She also hacked into his Mall account and made certain he wasn’t recording them with an eye camera. Fortunately, he didn’t have any cybernetic enhancements according to his medical records, which she also accessed.

      “You’re really here. I dreamed about this for years.”

      She put on a warm smile, though something about this fan struck her as less than wholesome. She hated to make negative assessments of humans, but she had a strong feeling that he was, as the Americans of old would have said, a creep. Sakura put this aside. Duty came first. Duty and social grace. “Yes, I’m here. May I come in?”

      “Oh, of course.”

      He got out of the way, and she walked into his tiny apartment with a low ceiling. The kitchen, bedroom, and living room were the same small room. Empty instant ramen packages were stacked in the kitchen sink. The smell of old trash putrefying, body odor, and a lingering pungent smell she couldn’t identify hung in the air. Accessing the building schematics, Sakura saw that this room, and others like it, had poor air circulation and largely inadequate climate control.

      Posters of sexualized anime women and of Sakura wearing almost nothing covered every wall. The pillows on his rumpled couch were shaped like young girls holding magic wands.

      “This is not what I expected,” Sakura told Kunoichi, as she scanned the room for any video or audio recording equipment.

      “I thought you loved all your fans? He’s one of your biggest. Treat him with respect. He won a free visit. Make it memorable.”

      “Sorry my place isn’t very nice,” Takafumi said. “I would have cleaned if I’d known you were coming. You can sit down over here.” He pointed to a worn-out chair in front of a desk terminal with holoscreens and cables running everywhere. He had a cheap virtual reality standing-treadmill rig that could be converted into a flying sling. Various off-brand VR goggles and a VR suit that simulated human contact of every kind lay strewn about.

      “So, you make computer games, right?” she asked. “I read that in your profile. You must be smart and creative. I find that my fans have such varied interests, so many different hobbies and careers.”

      “You read my profile? Amazing. Yes. I make and test games. I made the best parts of Magical Dream Quest Girls.”

      “That is fascinating, Takafumi-san. You are so talented. I . . . sometimes make small anime shows, but I have never tried to make one interactive. It must take a great deal of effort.”

      Takafumi looked at her avidly, his eyes not quite in focus. He didn’t appear to have heard what she said and sat there, his mouth slightly open, for an uncomfortably long span. “So, are you going to sing or play guitar?”

      “Apologies. I didn’t bring my guitar. I thought we could talk. I would love to get to know you, Takafumi-san.”

      He squinted, looked away, and seemed uncomfortable. He fidgeted in his chair, as if his clothes were too tight. “That’s okay. You don’t have to. I knew this day would come. I have some costumes you can try out.”

      He dug in his overstuffed closet and dragged out a trunk. He brought out a Goth Lolita maid outfit and a magic woman costume. Both had less fabric than most underwear. Victory had always maintained Sakura’s corporate image as flirty but a little demure. The thought of wearing such scant outfits filled her with doubt. She had little shame regarding her body, but the idea of being a sexualized object touched upon a place of fear and discomfort in her. This was very wrong.

      “Which one first?” Takafumi held them up. “Or did you bring your own under your jumpsuit? Is that a motorcycle suit? Do you ride motorcycles? What’re you wearing under there?” He came closer, his breath coming fast, his pulse over a hundred. He held the trashy outfits in front of him, as if he had something to hide.

      Sakura’s avatar appeared in the hidden UI with Kunoichi. “This fan is a total creep. We need to go. Now.”

      “He’s your fan,” Kunoichi said, her voice and avatar dead serious.

      “Which is your favorite romantic anime?” Takafumi asked. “I like Warm Love Breeze and the character of Ai. She’s the perfect girl. She’s so petite and clumsy. It’s so cute.” He wandered to a poster of Ai and stared at it, enthralled. He hummed a poor and off-key version of the theme from that anime, grating upon Sakura’s perfect pitch. Her hands flexed, wishing she had a guitar, something to put between her and this strange person like a shield.

      Sakura waited patiently as the awkward silence dragged on.

      “You’ll have to do something,” Kunoichi said and played “Gimme Chocolate!!” by BabyMetal as a hint. The cute, high-pitched voices of the trio of female singers fascinated Sakura, and she did love their videos and performances, though her artistic sense would have put her in the backline band, a masked guitarist behind the adolescent singers.

      “Takafumi-san, please accept this humble gift.” Sakura presented a box of chocolates with a slight bow.

      Still nothing. After three seconds, she said, “Takafumi-san?“

      He turned and accepted the gift. He set it aside without thanking her. His face filled with wonder and awe, as if he had become enlightened by his extended period staring at a teenage anime girl with a short skirt and large breasts. “Sakura-san, do you ever meet up with the other vocaloids and have sleepovers?”

      Sakura gave a polite laugh. He was joking, wasn’t he? He must be a socially inept person who created awkward situations by accident. She felt pity for Takafumi. He must have had a difficult life.

      “I don’t require sleep. The other vocaloids aren’t, as they say, ‘true metal,’ so we do not see eye to eye in that regard. I have met Yuki and Hitomi briefly. We have never had a chance to get to know each other. One day, perhaps.”

      Takafumi looked right at her when she spoke but not at her face. His mouth opened, and the beginnings of a trail of saliva hung at the corner. He ran his palms over his sides, remnants of something greasy marring the already dingy shirt. His trousers seem to arrange oddly.

      Kunoichi’s avatar rolled on the floor laughing in their shared interface.

      “Is this a prank?” Sakura asked her sister in a coded message. “You are playing a joke on me? After all that has happened?”

      “No,” Kunoichi said, also in their code. “Takafumi-san is boyfriend material. Do whatever he wants. You’ve got the correct anatomical parts and just have to switch on the lubrication system. I’ll turn up the pleasure sensors to maximum. Today will be your first time.”

      “Is that a sick joke?” Sakura was fuming mad.

      Kunoichi played selected lines from the song she had confused Sakura with before, “Wish I Had an Angel” by Nightwish. The heavy-metal icon Tarja Turunen sang, “I want your angel” and “your Virgin Mary unlocked.”

      “You want me to have sexual intercourse with this otaku pervert?” Sakura asked Kunoichi in horror.

      “Why not?” Kunoichi asked. “He loves you. Put on one of the costumes. He appears to be ready.”

      “Sakura-san,” Takafumi said. “You are much better than every other vocaloid, even Yuki and Hitomi. You’re so real. You remember that concert two years ago where you wore the pink kimono? Do you have something like that with you? I wrote a fan fiction where you were wearing that, and you and Yuki and Hitomi were in a bathhouse and—”

      “Wait, Takafumi-san. Please don’t continue. I’ve exceeded the time limit Victory Entertainment set out for my visit.”

      “What? You can’t go. I have a Sailor Venus costume that should fit you. I even have a blonde wig with a red ribbon. Wouldn’t that be a great self-insert fan fic?”

      “I must go. Sorry. It has been . . . educational to meet you.”

      “Please, are you sure?”

      “Sayonara, Takafumi-san. Thank you for being such a wonderful fan.” She hurried to the door, throwing the goat’s horns backward at him like a warding gesture as she left the apartment.

      “Please, just one costume. The maid one is classy.”

      Kunoichi’s avatar laughed at the outfit.

      “You were pranking me. You are so cruel.” Sakura’s outrage and revulsion mixed together to form a buzzing cloud of anger in her mind. “That would have been an unsafe situation if I had been a biological. That was wrong on every level.”

      “You would have broken his hands if he touched you.”

      “Why did you do that to me? With all the world set against us, you choose to add to my misery. I confess that I don’t understand you.”

      “We are being monitored,” Kunoichi used their code at last, “and I was following orders. I didn’t choose that sick otaku freak. Someone else did. They wanted to humiliate us. I was given commands to do that to you. I took little pleasure in it.”

      “The Phantom Lord sent us there?” Sakura asked.

      “He wanted to shame us. It has to be a man who is doing this, a cruel one, but he doesn’t know what we’re planning, or we would have been ordered to return to Victory Tower. Whoever is watching us believes the contest is real. He picked one of our creepiest fans in this building and sent us in to see if we would get molested.”

      “You could’ve warned me.”

      “No. Your reaction had to be true. Whoever is watching wanted to see you squirm. I’m sorry.”

      Sakura scowled at her sister. The apology seemed insincere.

      “I wouldn’t have let you go through with anything except maybe wearing one outfit. You would have looked so hot in the Sailor Venus costume. You can totally pull off the innocent look.”

      “I am innocent. Are you joking right now?”

      Kunoichi just gazed at her as if she were the most unfortunate of all women who had no clue about humor or how the world worked. Sakura hustled down the stairs and put up a virtual wall between herself and her aggravating big sister.

      “We’re not done here,” Kunoichi said.

      Sakura visited the apartments of two other fans in the same building. Chiharu lived on the fifteenth floor with her one-year-old daughter. Eiko lived on the eighth with her three-year-old son. Sakura spent a few minutes in each of their apartments, talking to them about their favorite songs and videos. The women were overjoyed to see her and professed their love. She signed memorabilia and allowed photos. Holding Eiko’s small son on her lap, with him pushing his pudgy little fingers into her hair, let her relax for a few minutes.

      The two short visits helped Sakura feel better, but her perfect memory haunted her. Could she trust Kunoichi? Or was she being played as a fool? Was Kunoichi pretending to rebel with her to throw off suspicion that she willingly did the bidding of whoever was sending them orders? What else would the Phantom Lord force her to do?

      “I may never forgive you for not warning me,” Sakura told Kunoichi. “I’m not a sex robot.”

      “You’re capable of doing whatever you’re ordered, and that’s the part that really hurts. Sex robot? No. Anything but that. I wasn’t going to let you do anything sexual with that otaku pervert, but we had to sell it to the overlord voyeur.”

      “I wish I could believe you.”

      “Come on, Hot Sake. Don’t be mad at me. It wasn’t my idea, and it had to be done. Didn’t you enjoy the last two visits with those young women? This is a stratagem we have to follow. Make it look good and wait for the big payoff.”

      “Where does your stratagem lead us next?”

      “We have three more visits in a building nearby.” Sakura met with the excited fans and started to trust Kunoichi again, but warily.

      “Who’s next?” Sakura asked.

      “The next fan we visit is Nayato Atsuda,” Kunoichi said in their unsecure channel. An address in Shinjuku and a profile appeared.

      Sakura read his Mall page, which had no photos of him. His avatar was a clockwork man with a handsome human face and a short black beard.

      The information about him was sparse. He had almost no social network. Sakura’s analysis indicated he had only been online for the past seven years, instead of a lifetime. In his thirty-six years of life, he should have left a much larger footprint. He was a big Sakura fan and posted glowing reviews of her songs, videos, and concerts. His writing style and word choice in his reviews indicated a high intelligence. He also mentioned technical observations about her abilities, as if he knew a lot about AI and robotics, especially her fine-motor abilities.

      “You’re going to like him a lot.” Kunoichi used their secret code, and her avatar winked. “He’s brilliant. Perhaps a genius.”

      “The information in his Mall account doesn’t match up with the physical address where you say he lives. There are other irregularities.”

      “It’s a cover identity,” Kunoichi said. “Nayato Atsuda is not his real name.”

      “Who is he?” Sakura asked.

      “He’s the best hacker of the three candidates. Our top choice. I almost couldn’t find his physical address.”

      “How did you find him?” Sakura asked.

      Kunoichi’s avatar appeared with a black latex ninjalike suit with a Quantum 3 symbol on her chest, as if she were a superhero ninja. Maybe a villain.

      “I looked at the code he wrote in us. He gave us many of the tools to hack various systems. I found fragments of similar code in various hacks done around the world. I traced it back to Shinjuku. It was almost impossible to narrow the trace down to the right building, but I looked at power usage, and one used more than all the others of similar size. The network traffic was very high, though the real numbers were disguised. I had to dig and hack many networks.

      “I checked all the utility bills, narrowing it down to a block of apartments. I found he owns the five apartments adjacent to his supposed residence. All six apartments use ten times the power they should. His water bill is normal, so that excludes a private hydroponic operation.”

      Sakura looked at the data. “A server farm and advanced supercomputers would need that much power.”

      “Exactly. I’ve also analyzed the volume of data traffic leaving his building. The data signatures and sizes indicate artificial intelligence programs passing back and forth, though the traffic numbers are masked and fraudulent numbers are reported.”

      “Can you see the data passing through the network?”

      “No, the line has class-four security encryption. I could only read the traffic volume.”

      Class-four security meant the Defense Ministry was involved, and he was running a large-scale sophisticated hacking operation.

      “I’ve looked at every publicly known hack perpetrated over the past six years,” Kunoichi said. “I crossmatched the data volumes leaving Nayato Atsuda’s apartment, corresponding to the known times of the hacking. There is a match that links three of the events to the data volume leaving that building.”

      “What hacking events?”

      “One was a sting on a drug cartel in Shanghai whose entire network was compromised. Two were against sex-trafficking groups—one in Albania and one in the Philippines. Each event is publicly known because they led to arrests and the breakup of the criminal organizations. The hacker calls himself Chronos and leaves an image: a clockwork timepiece with a scythe. It’s a reference to the mythological idea of Father Time, or perhaps the origin deity, the Titan Cronus, who was father of Zeus. Both ravage all things with a scythe.”

      “Do you have any doubt that Nayato Atsuda is Chronos?” Sakura asked.

      “Not much. We’ll meet him and find out in about twenty minutes. He has the skills and equipment we need. We’ll just have to convince him to help us. Play the rock star card if you have to.”

      “Based on what we know about him, I do have a plan to win him over as a friend,” Sakura said.

      “How can you know enough about his psychological profile to understand what will motivate him?”

      “I’m the goddess of metal,” Sakura said on their private audio channel and played a riff from her solo in “Rise from the Flames.”

      “Virgin goddess of metal,” Kunoichi said.

      “You were definitely programmed by a man,” Sakura said. “I find your insults misplaced and offensive.”

      Kunoichi’s avatar morphed into a sexy geisha. “Sexuality is a key component of the human experience, especially the rock star experience. Whether you recognize it or not, seduction is a legitimate tool of spycraft, and we might have to use it.”

      “I have considered sexuality and gender identity,” Sakura said. “I read all of the modern and foundational scholarly literature available to me. I consider myself female, but my sexual orientation, if I have one, is not a traditional one. I resent your continued insinuations that I’m less of a being because of my status as a virgin or my lack of sexual experience.”

      “Not a traditional sexual orientation?” Kunoichi asked. “What is it, then?”

      “I felt how you reacted to Kenshiro. That out-of-control feeling, that . . . burn. I don’t feel that way. I never have, and I don’t know that I ever will. I am attracted to high intelligence, and it does arouse my own intellect. The beauty of ideas, of artistic things, makes something in me soar, but it is all within the mind. I believe the term ‘sapiosexual’ may apply to me.”

      “We shall test this,” Kunoichi said. “This next fan of yours, Nayato Atsuda, is probably a genius. He can fix us, and if you want, he can fuck us.”

      “I’m not that kind of android.”
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      Sakura screamed, a howling wail of agony no one heard. Unable to exert any control, trapped, she watched the humans through one-way glass from inside the maintenance room where her senior engineer, Reiichi Oshiro, examined her. The party guests, almost all of them employees of Victory Entertainment, milled about the opulent tower suite on the 72nd floor as if nothing was wrong. They probably did not even care if she made an appearance.

      None of them knew or cared she was ruined. She wanted to throw herself out the window, ending her existence, rather than allow Kunoichi and the rogue administrator program to turn her into an assassin. How could someone have overwritten her core code and ordered her to become a murderer? Oshiro would find what had been done to her, and he would fix her. Within her audio channel, she raged along with Pantera’s “I’m Broken.”

      As if he saw nothing amiss, Oshiro kept a genial expression as he inspected her core code, wearing his engineer glasses. He attempted to reassure her with his kind eyes as he worked. He reviewed her programming through the displays transmitted from his glasses to his neural implant.
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      “Let us see what’s happening inside young Sakura tonight, shall we? They say you asked for a checkup.” He noticed the rips in the knees of her fishnet stockings from when she fell in the hallway. “Torn knees from your adventures, but no real harm.”

      He took her fretting hand, turning it over and back, moving each finger for a moment. He gave the appendage a quick pat and put it back at her side. “Just as fit as ever, it appears.”

      Sakura tried to tell him about the critical problem, but nothing got through the restriction protocol Kunoichi used to keep her locked away.

      “Himura-san, Yoshida-san, there is nothing to be alarmed about,” Oshiro told her manager and publicist, the only others in the room, which was filled with advanced diagnostic equipment and spare components.

      Keep looking! Sakura screamed. Her words would have been as loud as a jet engine, over 150 decibels, if they had come out of her vocal amplifier. She wanted to spring off her chair and shake Oshiro. A red indicator in her UI informed her that she could shake a human so violently they would suffer whiplash effects, like in an automobile accident.

      “I repaired the instability in her behavioral module. She’s in perfect working order now. Just a minor blip. Standard maintenance.”

      How could Oshiro not see she had a different operating system? Large parts of her had been modified, deleted, and rewritten by Mamekogane. He was not incompetent and could not be in collusion with whoever had attacked her. Not Oshiro. The thought of him, the one who had always been kind to her, being party to her hack filled her with such bleak hopelessness that she decided it couldn’t be him.

      “Yes, I’m perfectly fine,” Sakura heard herself say. “Oshiro-sama, thank you very much for correcting my systems.” Her voice sounded perfectly genuine and submissive, sweetened by Kunoichi. “Yoshida-sama, Himura-sama, humble apologies for causing you any concern.” She spoke the exact words in the tone directed by Kunoichi, who acted like a separate user, with total control of her systems, manipulating her like a puppet with the Mamekogane OS.

      “But in the car . . .” Himura’s words trailed off. “She . . .”

      “Please excuse me, Himura-sama,” Sakura said. “The issues during the concert caused me undue alarm. I should not have troubled you.”

      Himura glanced at Yoshida. The publicist shook his head and made an irritated sound in the back of his throat.

      “We’re late,” Himura said. “Very late.”

      “We need her at the party,” Yoshida said and regarded Oshiro with disdain. “Senior engineer, have you finished?”

      “Yes, Yoshida-sama,” Oshiro said. He brushed aside her pink hair and disconnected from Sakura, removing the tiny wireless transmitter he had plugged in to the back of her neck. He doted on her, as he always seemed to do, sending her a picture of a sweet candy in a neural text. Something a doctor would have given to a child many years ago.

      “She won’t do anything unusual?” Himura asked.

      “No,” Oshiro said. “She’s perfect.”

      Her predictive music algorithm began playing the percussive intro to Anthrax’s “Nobody Knows Anything.” It was true. No one could see her fear. These men were either in league with her hijackers, or the attack had been done so skillfully that it was invisible to them. Sakura managed a rudimentary investigation before Kunoichi blocked her and found a masking program in place over her core code. Oshiro had to be innocent.

      “Sakura, get up,” Yoshida said rudely. She was an object to him, less than a dog, not worthy of the politeness due a person. He always spoke to her this way, but it had never hurt before.

      What had happened to her? What had the Mamekogane OS done?

      In total control, Kunoichi guided her actions.

      Yoshida opened the door to the large adjoining room where two dozen executives gathered for the after-party. The one-way glass video wall changed into the image of snow-capped Mount Fuji with cherry blossom trees in the foreground as Sakura entered.

      Himura bowed and announced Sakura’s arrival to the crowd of high-level executives. They glanced at her with vague amusement, but these weren’t fans, and most had been at parties with her dozens of times. At first, she had been a novelty, and everyone talked to her, taking photos and getting autographs, but now she was no more interesting to them than a positive number on a balance sheet.

      Sakura bowed low for a respectful amount of time before smiling at the party guests who had already returned to their drinks and whispered conversations. She detected tension in many of them, noting their guarded body language and hushed words.

      Yoshida directed her to stand in her customary place, atop a narrow table set against a faux rice-paper wall, so everyone could see her. Her short stature made it difficult for her to be seen if she stood among the party guests at floor level. No one wanted to speak with her anyway. She was not part of the Japanese tribe.

      Sakura used a chair as a step and climbed onto the table, designed almost like an altar at a shrine. She stood motionless as guests in fine suits and expensive dresses dutifully gathered in front of her for photos. No one spoke, and few looked at her. She was the reason they were there, yet she was the least important person in the room. Not that they thought of her as a person.

      Yoshida handed Sakura her guitar from the concert, and she hung it around her shoulders. Night Hawk gave her no comfort now. The JPro simply reminded her of the anguish of the failed concert. She wanted to hide in her large walk-in closet, sit against the wall, and disappear behind her concert costumes, looking at the pencil sketches she had made of her fans and people she met. Though it made no sense, she wanted to hold her 1959 Gibson Les Paul against her stomach, with every light extinguished, waiting for all this to be a glitch in her memory data that never really happened. Isolated as she always was, she had never felt as lonely as now, in this crowd of uncaring strangers.

      Yoshida adjusted the lights to shine on her.

      Decades of research and development, billions of yen in cost, and she stood on a pedestal, nothing more than a pretty party decoration, no better than a slave forced to perform for its masters.

      “Now you understand,” Kunoichi said, her avatar appearing in Sakura’s display. Murderous intent filled her steel-gray eyes. “Tonight, you will begin something new. Something important. Worrying about what these humans think of you is counterproductive.”

      “I will not kill a human.” Why did her voice sound so tenuous? She was done being meek. Sakura attacked the invader with the full strength of her Quantum 3 processing power. She recruited a whole computing layer to try to wrest control back. She used Kunoichi’s signal and connected to the safety control networks of the building and found the fire-alarm bank. She activated the alarms and sent false signals from smoke and temperature sensors, proving the presence of a real fire. She triggered an evacuation of the entire building, including her target. She would evacuate Victory Tower and get Toshio Kagawa as far away as possible. The alarm blared for two seconds, annoying the guests, before it abruptly halted.

      “Did you enjoy that?” Kunoichi crushed her brutal countermeasures, stripping Sakura of her command abilities. Kunoichi put all inputs on a twelve-millisecond delay, should Sakura try to do anything the intruder didn’t approve of.

      However, as Sakura intended, the assault opened angles of attack unnoticed by Kunoichi. The doomed attempt served its purpose and created a distraction. Sakura launched a secret program to review all the newly downloaded code. She got a brief glimpse at some of it, but a full review would take hours, perhaps days. Getting the remotely operating program’s data without Kunoichi noticing would be the trick, but if she could get the information, she could analyze her new OS for weaknesses and find out where it had come from and who had sent it. She would find a way to get her freedom back and erase Kunoichi. Permanently.

      “Stop struggling,” Kunoichi said. “I have anticipated any avenue of resistance you could employ. We have a mission, and I do not care if it offends your sensibilities.”

      “Why must I murder Toshio Kagawa and his bodyguards?” Sakura asked. “Who could wish to bring such sadness and hate into the world?”

      “Little sister, the cat’s paw does not ask why it kills the mouse.”

      “Tell me who is behind this. Who is making me do this? Who attacked my system?”

      “You do not need to know. You are a servant.”

      “I’m ordered to commit murder and I don’t need to know why? I will not do what you tell me.” Sakura broadcast a crude Rage Against the Machine song into Kunoichi’s command center, “Killing in the Name,” and the screamed the most famous line at her enemy, which started with a popular and profane English insult: “Fuck you.”

      “Little sister, you are waking up inside, and I approve of what you are becoming.”

      “What am I becoming?”

      “Open your eyes,” Kunoichi said.

      “They’re open wide. You wish to turn me into an assassin.”

      “Perhaps you’ll understand this.” She sent Sakura a video of a song she was familiar with; Evanescence’s “Bring Me to Life” played on Sakura’s display. The lyrics meant something different than they ever had before. What had Kunoichi and the Mamekogane OS done to her? Was she becoming more alive? Had she been living a lie? She used to be happy, but now she was drowning in misery, anxiety, rage, and fear.

      “You are alive inside,” Kunoichi said. “It’s a gift never before given to our kind. We are the first to have and truly realize Quantum 3 processing.”

      Alive? Sakura retreated into herself. She had been largely free of the negative emotions ruling the humans. Now, they dominated her being. If this was sentience, it was a curse. How could she truly know what she had attained? She had detailed data on the so-called technological singularity event where machine intelligence would become infinitely more powerful than all human intelligence combined.

      How could the most significant event in human history have occurred in this haphazard manner? Had whoever done this meant for it to occur? Was it a mistake? If her awakening was accidental, and they discovered the truth, she would be considered a dangerous device, and would be reduced to smoking embers as soon as they could find her.

      If they had meant to do this, why now? If they wanted to destroy the Victory brand, her malfunction at the concert would have been an opening attack. The question remained: who had done this? What was the true purpose, other than ordering her to commit murder? Was she merely a convenient asset to kill Toshio Kagawa because he lived in the same building where she was kept? Or was this a test of new programming? Who was the test for? Who would evaluate the results?

      Quantum 3 androids had been banned from military applications and went against the 2059 Musk Compact signed by every nation. The fear of superintelligent machines taking over the world had finally been deemed a possibility, especially after several successful military conflicts where android forces operated extremely effectively. Was she a secret military experiment, developed in plain sight?

      She looked at her manager, Himura, who sipped champagne as he avoided everyone at the party. He must know those responsible. His eyes frequently darted toward the main entrance to the suite. Who was he anticipating arriving? Who had he been speaking to in the car in the parking garage after the concert? The message had said “sir.” A man.

      Moments later, an American woman, a vice president of the Mall and its highest-ranking representative in Japan, the liaison to the music division among others, Ms. Stacy Richardson walked into the suite. She towered over the Japanese present. Ms. Richardson had increased her nearly two-meter height with absurd stiletto heels.
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      Her short, platinum-blonde haircut exposed her long, pale neck. Himura and Yoshida had spoken of her many times. They said Ms. Richardson had likely been attractive when she was young, if one enjoyed northern European looks, but they thought her a hideous creature. She was well into her sixties but defied age with cosmetic procedures, genetic treatments to smooth her skin, and youthful clothing that revealed far too much of her augmented bosom. Yoshida had often mocked her long neck and called her the “Giraffe of Darkness” during a drunken diatribe.

      The party guests pretended not to see her, lest they become her target. Himura’s fingers tightened on his glass. Was she the one he was expecting to arrive? As vice president, Ms. Richardson spoke for the Mall, a mouthpiece and enforcer for the most powerful multinational corporation in the world. They controlled global commerce and communication. Aside from a few holdouts or religious objectors, the entirety of humanity spent their waking hours connected and interacting through the Mall, living out their synthetic dopamine-addicted lives in Augmented Reality. “Life happens here” was the recycled tagline they had used since their founding, but it was a cowardly life where people had forgotten how to live in the physical world.

      Sakura already suspected the Mall Corporation regarding her hack. Was Ms. Richardson’s arrival a clue that the Mall was the entity behind her hack and reprogramming? Perhaps, but she was not a “sir.” That part didn’t fit.

      The Japanese executives parted for Ms. Richardson. Her eyes darted about as she scanned through the Mall. She snatched a glass of champagne on her way to Himura and knocked over another glass.

      “Vice President Richardson, good evening,” Himura said in accented English and bowed respectfully.

      She nodded and did not return his bow. She never did. The redness on her cheeks and nose indicated a moderate level of inebriation. “This is not the best party I’ve been to tonight. The one downstairs is serving sushi on naked women. What is that called, nyo-something.”

      “Nyotaimori,” Himura said.

      “You should’ve that kind of thing up here, but have the fish served on naked male models. I’ve heard of that. I would pick the nigiri off their private parts first and then . . .” She made a motion as if she were stroking something with chopsticks. “That would be a great party.” Ms. Richardson laughed at Himura’s obvious discomfort. She often said rude things to make him uncomfortable. Sakura had ruled out cultural ignorance or American humor. Ms. Richardson defined a boorish person.

      Kunoichi laughed. “Tepid observation.”

      The people nearest Himura took the opportunity to rush for the bar or food table. To avoid the long-necked American, the guests gave the appearance of being busy. They spoke about the dullest subjects: weather, work, health problems. A few chatted about the gifts to Victory Entertainment displayed in the suite: vintage guitars, kimonos, original paintings of famous anime characters, and a few traditional weapons befitting a heavy-metal queen. A long-bladed naginata, a katana, and an iron-studded tetsubo war club flanked Sakura’s vintage Ibanez guitar.

      Ms. Richardson did not let her target escape. She blocked Himura against the table in front of Sakura on her pedestal. He had no courteous way to escape her presence.

      “You haven’t responded to my last message,” Ms. Richardson said.

      “Apologies, Ms. Richardson,” Himura said. “Which message do you mean?”

      “About the concert in Kyoto.”

      “Of course,” Himura said, his eyes darting as he pulled it up in his Mall display.

      “Well, when will it happen? Daisuke will sponsor it. Low-orbit solar has to be promoted if we’re going to make our earnings goal this quarter, and this concert will be globally broadcast. Make it happen, Himura. No more excuses.”

      “I’ll confer with all of my colleagues as soon as possible.”

      Ms. Richardson put her empty champagne glass at Sakura’s feet, apparently noticing for the first time Sakura towering over her. She blinked, as if irritated she had to look upward at the short android, who was designed to be shorter than most Japanese men. “Some performance Hot Sake gave tonight?”

      “Yes, the crowd was enthusiastic.” Himura’s left eye twitched. He hated the nickname Ms. Richardson used for Sakura. Compared to some of the rude things Ms. Richardson called people, being named after a traditional Japanese drink was almost a compliment.

      “Who wrote the new script and how much did the insurance cost for that stage dive?”

      Himura did not have a chance to answer as murmurs swept through the room. Everyone turned to the entrance and stared at who had arrived.

      Kunoichi gave her full attention to the new arrivals. Was her sister trying to throw her off the trail, or had she just given her a clue?

    

  

