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Prologue 

Tokyo 2302 

The red was no longer warm. It was thick, syrupy, and messy on the floor. The 

foreigner's face was peaceful, caught in an empty kind of stare towards nothing. His girlfriend 

was the same, but her head was tucked strangely. 

The other eight were all like that. Tortured and turned, serene faced in the bath of blood 

in the white tile room.  

They had all finished the job, made the cuts and moved on to something else. That 

promise was what brought them all to the room. Better things after the world, better things would 

come after Tokyo.  

The razors cut smooth and their blood poured. No spurts or fountains, just like waterfalls 

stained red. No cries for help. Just the lie down, the sleep escape from life. 

She held her own razor in her fingers. It was right to make the cut. She needed to do what 

they did. That was the right thing. It was the agreement. Cut now, regret it never. Cut now, no 

more trouble. No more fear or anguish or wondering when the next day would come that a smile 

was real. No more of that. No more darkness. No more sadness. 
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She put the razor to her skin, just above the swollen vein in her wrist. The edge did not 

hurt. A breath and a pull. 

The skin divided. Only a little blood dripped from the cut. 

Deeper, she thought. Push it deeper.  

He wouldn't know. He wouldn't care. No more wondering. No more hoping against 

imaginary futures to move past the impassable. 

Let it die. 

She fumbled with the razor. It dropped into her friend's blood. She tried to pick it up. It 

was slick and slipped from her fingers and slid away. She reached into their spilled life, coloring 

her hands with their blood. 

Her way out was lost. Her escape was gone. 

"Come with me," a voice whispered from behind. 

Behind her, standing in the blood pool, clean and pristine, was a woman with clear eyes 

and the deepest black hair. 

"I was almost out." 

"You don't have to go that way." 

"But they did." 

"Come with me. Please. There's more out there for you. Better things. Come on." 

"How can you be sure?" 

"I've seen it." 

# 
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By 2302, Tokyo was its own world. Stretching from the Pacific to mainland Asia, 

hundreds of millions of people lived in its districts. A few were fortunate enough live in the 

sunlight, high above the old cities that were buried under new development.  

Most were left in the dark to be forgotten. 

That darkness was a predator. Any man or woman who went too close to it was taken into 

the unseen places deep inside the city. Most never returned.  

Disillusioned by the inaction of an uncaring world, hundreds of people set out to find the 

missing. They created a network of finders, people who went into those darker places to see the 

unseen and bring the city's prey back. 

However, the under cities hold many secrets. Some are lost to anonymous ends. Others 

crave the anonymity and thrive in the ignorance.  

 

When the world turns away, when the world forgets, only the cruel can survive. A 

shadow is formed, a black heart at the core. The innocent, the forgotten, are the ones to suffer. 
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Chapter 1 

The Finder and The Keeper 

"Get them out of the way." 

Mori stepped over the twisted dead man. Boy was more like it. He couldn't have been 

more than nineteen years old. Judging by the foam running out of his mouth he'd overdosed like 

the rest. Ten others were on the ground, piled on each other and near him. Drug patches were 

still on their necks. "ZN-Type O Mega."  

"Please excuse us. We will have them out in a moment," the driver apologized with a 

series of shallow nods. He began to shout at the nurses to hurry with the treatments. The nurses 

hurried with the medicines, urging the sick to survive. 

That was not likely.  

Mori did not care about the others. He was not there to save them. No one was looking. 

He kept on his way, stepping over the dying addicts and around the piles of vomit and shit to find 

his way to his mark. 

Three hundred people were slammed into the small section under the city. The rundown 

remnant of an old town, just ragged concrete columns lined with piles of city waste, stood as 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      6 

testament to the old world, a place of overt decadence outside the right time. That remnant was 

the maw, taking in anyone caught in the drug snare. 

Most of the takers were shadows even in the ambulances' spotlights. All of them were 

overdosed into death spirals because of one drug or another. Type O Mega was an older but easy 

to get cocktail poison. It sent the user into psychedelic malaise, ramming their consciousness into 

the world kind of world. Chemicals stripped bodies to nothing. Brains distilled to rot. Innards 

burned as the drugs seeped through them. The takers reduced themselves to pulp pressed into 

human form.  

The lingering numbness was worth it to people the world had forgotten. He knew their 

kind enough to understand the rationale. Better to have five minutes of heaven than ninety years 

of hell. 

Mori looked at his palm. He tapped the glass computer inserted into his glove and 

activated the directory that had Martin Kim's registry number. It was better to find him alive. The 

family would like to have the son back. On top of the payday, Mori could go back home with a 

slightly brighter outlook on things.  

Dead was not much worse. He would still get paid. Instead of beer, he could drink 

whiskey for the added punch. 

"Hey," a sweat and sludge soaked foreign woman groaned. "I want some more." 

"No," Mori growled as he pushed past. 

"I got money..." 

"You got trouble. Now shut up." She grasped for his ankle. He kicked her shoulder which 

caused her to flop away. Typical, he thought. Not much of anything left to her. All about the 

drugs. All about the release.  
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His computer clicked three times. Kim was not far. Mori looked at the screen. A map of 

the drug den appeared. Kim was near the far corner at the rear.  

"Get away," he heard a man spit out at one of the nurses. 

"Please," she begged. "Do not take it off!" 

"It hurts...you...just go away...." 

Mori could not help them. There were too many and he had his mark. He stepped over 

three more overdosed kids hidden amongst the others. A man fell in front of him and emptied his 

guts onto a person who was likely already dead. A woman reached out for something. 

"It's God," she croaked. "God! I am a god!" 

A young man moaned as her raving intensified. Mori nearly stepped passed him, though 

his computer chimed twice to let him know he found his target. 

Martin Kim was next to her. He was drug stained with waste slicks like the rest of them. 

A fresh patch of Type O Mega was melting into his neck.  

"Martin Kim," Mori started, knowing full well that the kid was not going to answer. "You 

will come with me. Your family is waiting." 

The boy's body twitched. Kim began to giggle as drool dripped onto his chest in a long, 

slimy stream. His backed arched as he leaned from the trash pile behind him. Whatever he tried 

to say, it was not any real language. Just grunts, moan, and the giddiness of brain death. 

"Right." Mori pulled the god-woman away from Kim. He reached into the pocket of his 

coat and pulled a medicinal patch out. He tapped the back to set the right dose and targets before 

slamming it onto Kim's neck. He then tore the drug from the other side, ripping a small section 

of skin off with it. 

Kim didn't notice. 
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Mori checked his palm. "Countdown," he whispered. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. 

"Holy shit," the kid mumbled. "The fuck? Where am I?" 

"Martin Kim?" Mori spoke in English. "You're Kim, right?" 

"Yeah...yeah," he mumbled. "What...the hell happened?" 

"You're going home." 

 

# 

Tokyo Galaxy was Tokyo color. Worlds inside worlds, spirits inside souls, and his never-

ending mission to see it all pulled him out of his room yet again. 

The color was what it was all about. Hasegawa Sota danced down the steps of the interior 

city, dancing to the muffled beat of the rave just beneath him. He could already see bits of the 

laser light shoot out from the cracks in the faux marble flooring. The steel-clad doors and one toy 

cop were all that stood in his way. 

He passed the guards as he kept with the driving rhythms. One looked at him; he 

extended his hand. Sota obliged the handshake, squeezing it a little harder just in case the money 

didn't go through. The guard released the lock to open the path down and didn't give a damn. 

The music was much louder, the beats were real, the life was pulsing with the weekly 

session of Under City heaven. He checked his palm. The camera was ready. The microphone was 

primed. It would be another night he wouldn't have to remember. Everything was done. 

Everything was won. Everything was right at the here and now after the fight. 

The faces, the colors, the inks and the skins, everything would be his. That was part of it. 

The rest, the best, the holy digest was the Merge.  
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Three stairs down. Music boomed and bounced. The world followed with it. Lights 

peeked and pierced. Voices sang and soothed, stirring electric life to greater action. 

And it was the life electric, a humming buzzing place free from the corporate sterile 

realities of the above. Sota's world away from the world, a reality better than reality, a place to 

feel more than touch or pain, more than ecstasy or agony.  

At the final step, he looked to the crowds, riotous and fine. There had to be thousands of 

them, the under-city people finally in their element in the night. 

They jumped in time with the beats, raising their hands towards the open sections to see 

the sky cut by glass towers. Infinite peoples moved in unison, a school caught in waves of sound 

and light. A roll to the left. A skip to the right. The stomped their feet and spun in soul smashing 

life. 

Sota raised his hand to record their dance just as the people cascaded into the drive, the 

pure climax dive of the song. That roar, that mix of the scream and the machine, that was a 

deeper meaning. It was life itself, made pure and free from the shit that kept these people down. 

"Let's see the Bara take this from them," he muttered to himself. The Yamagata Group. 

They owned half of everyone. Their rose symbol was everywhere to prove the concept.  

Fuck them, Sota thought. They lost. 

He stopped the recording as he melted into the crowds next to the ravers. It was time to 

mingle, to press deep and find the right life to Merge with. The men and women were fire. They 

kicked the dark, fought the hate, and found their love at the lower edge of the world.  

This was the light he wanted. Every one of them, those beautiful people, were living 

works of art. Their skins were patterned. Shifting tone, altering shapes, dancing lines and fine 
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stained real-world visions flickered all around their faces, their necks. From head to toe, front to 

back, they glimmered and glowed in the right ways for his heaven. 

Some faces shimmered with rapid fire squares shooting across their scalps. Others 

degraded into black tears. One angel had golden stripes that spun across his naked back. Another 

had flames flowing up from her breasts. 

Sota jumped in with them. They took him in. The crush was the next best thing to the 

Merge. So many choices. So many minds. So many spirits to join with. 

They gripped his hair and pulled him to deep kiss. He groped them, kissed them, indulged 

in their tastes. It was the first steps to Merge. Physical before anything else. There had to be the 

right one in the crush. Hundreds were packed together. His peace was there.  

And they did the same to him. He was in it. They were in him, almost to the end. 

This was the thick of it. 

 

 

# 

"Yes," Mori replied to the mother. "He needs another day for a clean. Right. Right. No. 

Yeah. Type O. I still have the patch. Do whatever you want with it. Not my job to tell." 

The money was already deposited. Mori noticed a little extra had been provided. Silence 

fees from prominent families were common on live retrievals. It was not the first time he 

received that. It would not be the last. 

Mori waited just outside the drug den. He found an elevator that led to the real city above 

and stayed close. There were a few more things to take care of with the medical crews. He had a 

cut to share. 
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"Oi," his contact shouted from near the front of the ambulance. "Quite the mess here." 

"Yeah," Mori nodded. He tapped a capsule near his wrist. A pill fell to his palm. A little 

vitamin stimulant for the rest of the night. 

"We got twenty dead so far," Teruo sighed. "Thanks for getting us here before we lost 

them all." 

"Happy to help." Mori traced his fingers on his palm screen to give Teruo his cut. "Shake 

my hand." 

"You are quick today," he laughed. "Don't like the lower city?" 

"Don't want to stay any more than I have to. Shake my hand." 

"How much this time?" 

"Two million." 

"Not bad," he laughed. "A little bit of quiet money, right? Right? I'm right." 

"You're right. So, don't talk." 

"Of course." 

Mori backed away towards the elevator. "Next time keep your eyes open. I don't want to 

be the one to make the call next time." 

"It's a big city! Lots of stuff happens." 

"This works when you're in the streets and I make the pickup. You want this kind of 

money? You'll make the call next time." 

Teruo scratched his head. "Yeah, yeah, I get it. You don't have to threaten." 

"Sure. Now go help the others." Mori didn't wait for Teruo to say anything else. He 

moved to the elevator, ordered it to the upper levels, and closed his eyes. It would be good to get 

the stench out of his nose. 
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# 

She wasn't there. The right one. Sota hadn't found her after thirty minutes in the crush. 

That had to be some kind of record for the longest time with no Merge.  

"Fuck," he grimaced as he recorded the orgies. "When the fuck am I gonna get my time?" 

Men and women, men and men, women and women, everyone in the crush had theirs. 

They were naked, heads together with their hands tied with the Merge weave. He imagined the 

burn. The first part of heaven, injecting the machines into the blood and then to brain. One 

minute in and then it would happen.  

Two bodies. Two bloods. Two worlds. One spirit. One mind. 

Sota slammed his hand screen shut as the crush flirted with Merge. It wasn't going to be 

his night. The rave was still fierce. Nothing more he wanted to see there. This was supposed to 

be the best night. This was it. Nothing else would work. He needed the feeling.  

So much to share with another. Why couldn't he have it? 

"Fine," he spat. "Yeah? Fuck off. All of this." 

Sota spewed curses as he stormed towards the exit at the far side. He wasn't going to be 

allowed up the same way. The guards made sure he knew that the first time he went down. He 

ignored the blast, the moment when the city's sensors shot out lasers to gauge the tower's sway. 

The music exploded in time with it every night.  

"Dammit. Why the hell did I come here? Fucking useless." 

Get out, he thought. Get away from here. Nothing here. The colors aren't right. The day's 

done. All ruined.  



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      13 

Sota rammed through a group of teens, pushed a crush reject out of his way, and stormed 

towards the far exit. People didn't care about him. They didn't mind the beatings. It was like he 

was a breeze, something that came up and died down so fast that it didn't register. 

The exit wasn't far. He looked up to see if the guard was there to let him out. He wasn't. 

Someone was there. 

"Whoa," he shouted. 

She was it. She was the one.  

# 

Mori sank into a little izakaya so he could get the Martin Kim ordeal out of his head. He 

liked the bar. Good luck that it was close. It had been next to the entrance to the Under City since 

before the hole existed. Few people went in. No one liked to be so close to the shit. 

An old woman passed out drinks and plates of over-fried food to the brave office workers 

who knew what was good in the city. Her yukata was stained, burned, and near falling off. It 

meant she knew what she was doing. 

Mori took his glass of beer, found his usual corner, and tried to disappear from the world. 

A man in a gray suit ordered something stronger. Korean alcohol served hot with a lemon slice. 

A woman ordered fried vegetables. Mori could not make out their faces through the dim lights 

and lingering smoke from the cookers. It did not matter.  

It was Tokyo. No one had faces in Tokyo. Some had voices. A few might have eyes. No 

one had a face. 

Just as he was about to take his first sip, the computer in his glove hummed with an 

incoming call. Mori put his beer down and yanked the computer off the fabric. He set it on the 

table and received the call. 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      14 

"Hello," she said. "Mori Atsushi?" 

"Yes," he sighed. "Officer Sato. What do you need?" 

"I was told you called for a breakup in the drug ward," she began, flustered.  

"I did," he admitted.  

"Do you think three ambulances and twenty personnel were needed for that?" 

"I had a body in there. I needed the area thinned out." 

Sato shook her head. "If they go into the drug ward, they're on their own." 

"So, the saying goes," Mori dismissed. 

"Don't drag our personnel into that mess without consulting us first." 

"The kid is going home tomorrow." 

"Right. Right, that's good." 

"It is."  

The drug ward was the unofficial term the police used for that section of the Under City. 

A little ignorance went a long way to clearing up the affairs of an overworked police force. Now 

and then they would hire locals to pull the dead out so their stench would not bother the people 

above. 

"Was the money good?" Sato wondered. 

He nodded. "I wouldn't have gone there if it wasn't." 

"If you have a body down there, you can tell us first. I know who to send." 

"You said that. And I want them out alive. Families pay more for living bodies." 

"Are you saying we're not fast enough?" 

"Yeah." 

"You know what we're up against. If you contacted us, or better yet..." 
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"It's why I got out. And why I don't call you. This is easier." 

"So, you say. Don't you miss being recognized as a real officer?" 

"It's Tokyo, Naomi," Mori grunted as he gulped some beer. "No one's recognized." 

"You're not wrong." She paused for a moment. Mori knew what that meant. The offer. 

"If you make it good then I'll say yes," he said just to get it over with. 

"It can be on your terms." 

"It would have to be. And you match the fee." 

"I can do that." 

"Only missing people. No gun runners or drug pushers or body traders." 

"We understand." 

Mori drank more of his beer. "Who is else is in?" 

"I have Takada-san," she answered. 

"How did you get him?" 

"I said you're the cheapest guy out there." 

"I'm not." 

"The man's almost a hundred. He just wants to be able to say he didn't know if the top 

comes down." 

"I see. When you get the right body for me, send the information to this account." 

"Understood." 

"We start next week." 

"That can work." 

"Good. And goodbye."  
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Mori soaked in the old-world air of the bar as he sipped his drink. Work with the police 

was not his intention. The extra income would go a long way to the eventual, the inevitable, goal. 

"Almost out," he whispered. "Almost out." 

# 

Sota fell against the trash pile, lips buzzing and heart racing as the glitter girl didn't let up. 

She was the right one. The only one. This was what he wanted, what he needed! She was full of 

all the right light for him. 

Those eyes were perfect. Deep, black, cut like rhinestone. Her skin was melted bronze 

blazing with rapid fire sprites of rainbow and shade. Hair down to her hips and legs all the way 

to heaven.  

He couldn't believe his luck. Just when the night was over, right at the moment when 

heaven went to hell, he'd found the best Merge he'd ever seen. And she was looking for him.  

Sota never had a two-person crush outside the groups before. It was supposed to be peak 

pleasure, sunburst ecstasy in endless loop. Just the two of them, there, in the drizzle of the 

sudden storm. It was better than any other time. Smooth skin, soft in his fingers, sweet in his lips. 

It wasn't love. It was better. It was more. It was connection.  

Pellet drops fell in claps against the steel braces. Light from the rave caught in each drop. 

The world erupted in starlight strobe burst, glittering, glimmering, cutting in true paradise. In a 

moment he'd know how she saw it. She would know how he viewed it. He would know how she 

felt when she touched him. She would know how he felt when he touched her. They'd have the 

rain light and nothing else would matter. 

"I'm ready," he said to her. "Come on. Right here. Don't hold back." 

"I'm ready," she said.  
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"Ready!" Sota shouted out. It was almost time. 

He waited. She didn't come. It's all right, he thought. It's worth the time. Five clicks 

caught his attention. A hum and snap shook him from his excitement. Sota glanced at the girl. 

The gun was aimed at his face. It was just a few centimeters away. The primer shifted. A 

round fell into place. Her finger flexed around the trigger. 

"Wait!" 

Snap. 
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Chapter 2 

Old Tokyo Shinagawa 

"Hasegawa Sota. Thirty-two years old. Unmarried. Unaffiliated." 

Sato Naomi waited near the wall while the forensics team set their drones to scan the 

area. The body sat splayed in the garbage. Six wounds ravaged the head and neck. Most of the 

skull was peeled away by the rounds leaving only portions of the upper jaw to hold soupy flesh. 

Brains, chunks of bone, and a few teeth painted the plastic wrapping on the trash piles. 

Hasegawa's all white party attire was soaked with his own blood and discharge. The fecal odor 

repulsed the local police.  

Naomi turned to the local city police chief, an American contractor named Roan Stevens, 

and waited to see what he had to say. He was one of the few Shinagawa officers she trusted. 

Most of the others were more like mercenaries doing the job for placement in the Galaxy. Roan 

was affiliated. His children knew hers. 

"He lived here?" she asked after he drifted away from her. 

"Up there," he explained. "Sota was a constant in and out of the Galaxy." 

"He had the money for the Ginga?" That was a surprise. "But he liked to play around 

down here?" 
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"I've talked with a few of the watchers at the bottom," Roan said. "They said he would 

pay them a few thousand to let him down whenever he wanted. I've got some of my better people 

finding others who were close by at the time of the killing." 

"Good idea. I'll have some people from the Prefectural Service help." 

"That would be appreciated. Should make this go by faster." 

Naomi stepped away from Roan as a forensics officer approached. The older man was 

Takabe Kenta, a veteran officer. She almost never saw him out of his white protective suit. 

"What did you find?" 

Takabe answered "No spent casings. High velocity. Likely old fashioned heavy frangible 

rounds." 

"What's that mean?" Roan asked. 

Takabe spoke in English. "The bullet is like a bomb when it hits." 

The American backed away, scratching nervously at the back of his head. "Holy shit." 

"Right," Naomi sighed. "This probably wasn't random." 

"I think so," Takabe croaked. "We traced the path from just over there, near the exit." 

Naomi glanced to a metal door about twenty meters away. "They met there. He brought 

her here?" 

"She brought him. Then they had sex." 

Roan corrected him, saying "Crush isn't sex." 

"I see," she grimaced. "The Merge, right?" 

"Right. It's a big thing down here." 

"What do they use to prep?" 

"ZN Type A. Locals call it 'Rigel.' Fun stuff." 
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Rigel hit the streets only months ago, she thought. As drug, Type A was supposed to treat 

individuals suffering neuropathy, or nerve death, by increasing ZN Systems' receptive drives. 

Once a person took a dose, almost any sensation would be enhanced. Pleasure would become 

bliss. Pain would become agony. Love would become infatuation. Rigel steered Type A towards 

an extreme degree of pleasure.  

Naomi pointed to the body. "So, she brings him here. Uses the crush to soften him up. 

Pulls out a gun. Six shots." 

 Takabe nodded. "Yes. I don't think anyone heard the shots over the music." 

"That would make sense," Roan agreed. "Could have used a suppressor just in case." 

Naomi walked to a glowing line marking the edge of the forensics area. It wasn't too far 

from the party and contained to a platform situated just above the rave. The trash behind was 

dense with city packed cubes. It would have caught any shot that missed its target.  

"She had it planned," Naomi grimaced. "She wanted him right here." 

"Honey trap," Roan surmised. "Sexy lady. Getting frisky. Bam. Dead."  

"Anything missing?" The honey trap angle was a good start. All possibilities had to be 

exhausted before she declared anything, however. False leads led to false arrests. False arrests 

meant the true perpetrators were free to continue their work. 

"Only a recording screen," Takabe said. "She left his accounts." 

Seemed right for the assassination theory. It presented a complication. An assassin and 

her prey would open a whole host of possibilities. Was there a personal angle? No, that was 

unlikely. Was it a killing for hire? Was the killer professional? Where was the killer? 
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Just before moving towards the Ginga, Naomi spotted a black puddle which appeared 

separate from the much smaller puddles of rainwater. "What's that?" The puddle extended away 

from the scene with several marked droplets. 

"Carbon," Takabe answered. “Liquid carbon.” 

"Carbon? How did that get here?" 

Takabe pointed to the refuse pile. "Likely from the garbage. We will check once we 

return." 

"Fine.” Time to head into Tokyo Galaxy. She hoped there were more answers inside 

Hasegawa’s room. “Get me into his apartment," Naomi ordered. "As soon as possible" 

"I'm on it," Roan said with a bow. He then rushed away speaking in English. 

A young man, skin still colorful and wild, approached Naomi. "What happened? I heard 

someone was killed." 

She waved him off, saying "Wait inside with the others until you're finished processing." 

"Well," he said, glancing around like he was excited. "Can we start up the lights while we 

wait?" 

"Sunrise is in twenty minutes," she informed. "No more light. Go back to processing and 

wait." 

 

# 

Mori heard stories that Tokyo used to be a city built from wood. His grandparents used to 

tell him that the city had edges, that people could drive themselves to forests or to the mountains 

to get away from the place. He would imagine what that would be like. Get away from the city. 

Find the edge and don't look back. 
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Trees. Real tress in a real forest. That was an idea. Tokyo had trees. They were planted 

right where the city designers wanted them. Equal spaces divided them. Shade fell in predicted 

patterns. City workers sheared away entire sections when the branches deviated from that 

pattern. Leaves would be collected when they fell. Dead trees disappeared. 

The only forest left in the region was synthetic. Old world Tokyo was long forgotten, 

replaced by the sprawl of super cities and towers. Hundreds of those towers marked the skyline. 

Each contained an entire city, complete with all amenities. Tens of thousands of people lived in 

each. Most never left. They would wake up, eat, go to work, go home, sleep over and over again. 

They died there. No one knew. 

Mori hated the city. He had only seen the west side one time. It used to be called Fukui 

Prefecture. Now everyone just called it Fukui Ward. Tokyo city sprawled from coast to coast in 

Japan in real metal and false life. No one really kept count of how many people lived in the city. 

The last census occurred thirty years ago. 

He swore it was the only place on the planet where a person could be surrounded by 

millions of other people and still be alone. Tokyo meant isolation, the all-consuming abyss where 

people were born just to be forgotten. Or, he thought, born just to never be known. 

Mori sipped his coffee as he traced his fingers along the computer screen to sift through 

his messages. Four offered male enhancement. Twenty-two offered sex friend services at a 

discounted price. Fourteen more were from T-Isle, a megastore based in Tennozu Isle. Two were 

job offers posted to the network. 

Only two. It was proof of concept. No one knew how many people were missing in 

Tokyo at any given moment. It had to be in the thousands if not the tens of thousands. Of the 

forty-two messages, two were about missing people. 
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Mori was not the only finder. There were thirty others operating in his part of the city. 

Between thirty different accounts, only two requests to find missing people.  

He tapped the first one.  

"Seventy-eight years old. Male. Missing for three years. Last seen...shit." Mori deleted 

the message. The man was last seen heading to a ZN treatment center. Three years ago, put him 

right in the middle of the Kanto Purge, a terrorist attack that killed three thousand people at the 

treatment centers in East Tokyo. 

Mori took the name, Aikawa Kosuke, and submitted it to the Prefectural Services. They 

would get in touch with the family. 

"Next," he whispered. "ATTN: Mori A. Submitted three days ago. Twenty-one years old. 

Female. Missing for three weeks. Last seen at the Akabane Exchange. Resident of Toyama. 

Named Kamiya Natsuki." 

Interesting, he thought. A Toyama girl lost in Akabane. Just for him. He accessed the file.  

  

# 

"Are you sure this is the right room?" 

Naomi stepped into the apartment and gritted her teeth. It was practically empty. A futon 

sat folded in the corner. A single glass computer rested on the center of a thin desk tucked 

against the wall. Walls, floor, and ceiling glinted sterile in the light. A stinging odor burned her 

nose, likely coming from commercial cleaning agent that had been used too much. Only a small, 

discolored smudge stained remained near the desk.  

Looks like he missed a spot, she thought.  

The opened closet contained plastic boxes that appeared to be filled with clothes. 
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Forensics had already cleared it of anything dangerous. Few items of interest. No sign of 

forced entry. Nothing out of the ordinary.  

"This is Hasegawa's," Roan answered.  

"And this is normal?" 

"Maybe." 

"I guess he was a clean man?" Naomi checked the boxes in the closet.  

"Maybe?" 

"Maybe." 

 There were clothes inside. All of them were folded carefully and divided by color, use, 

season, and price.  

"Freaky is more like it," Roan coughed from the door.  

"What did he do for a living?" 

"How did he get this room, right?" 

"Right." 

Despite it being only a single room studio, the large apartment sat at the corner of the city 

tower, prime real estate. Four massive windows should have given a great view of Tokyo. 

Hasegawa had pasted white papers to them. 

"He was a freelancer," Roan answered. "A journalist that liked to get into the shit with the 

big guys." 

"Big guys?" Naomi repeated. She moved to the computer and tapped the screen. It was 

off. She looked to one of the forensics in the hall outside the room. "I want to know what's on 

here." 

"I understand," the man said. He turned to call the specialists. 
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"Companies," Roan explained. "You know? Ashita Ba, Yamagata, Rai-on." 

"I see."  

That was an angle. Too early to lean too far into it but worth a little speculation. She 

imagined that Hasegawa might have gone a bit too far on one of the companies. The ones Roan 

listed were too public and too well liked for them to ever be able to murder someone. Others? 

There were some crime-linked organizations still in the city.  

Naomi checked Roan. "He would write about what he found and sell to one of the 

publishers?" 

"Yeah," Roan replied with a shrug. “That’s what they said.” 

Naomi inspected the computer one more time. She hoped that it might have some of his 

writings or logs.  

"Officer," one of the local police said. 

"What is it?" Naomi called. 

"Your specialists are here." 

# 

"What do you know about this?" Mori asked the handler. She was a foreigner near eighty 

with a good sense for city life. One of the other finders recommended her to the group after 

working with her for years on missing persons cases in America. Cartwright's experience proved 

to be good for the job. 

"Posted three days ago," she replied. "I've checked into the girl's background. Nothing 

special. Kind of an average kid. College student. Boyfriend. Rich parents working good jobs." 

"What kind of jobs?" 

"Let's see," she sighed. "Father owns a chain of dental clinics. Mother is a banker." 
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"Boyfriend?" 

"Yeah." 

"Did he go with her to Akabane?" 

"No. Checked and he's still in Toyama. Student at the prefecture's university." 

Boyfriends always resided near the top of the list. Jilted lovers were a common problem. 

Young men did not like to be tossed aside because their girlfriend found a better model. Families 

were another issue.  

"Check the parents for me." 

"What am I looking for? Usual stuff?" 

"Make sure they're not too old fashioned. Check Kamiya's marks in school, any known 

drug use, if she's got a spot online. If you can find anything on why she went to Akabane and 

who saw her last, I'd appreciate it." 

"Give me a few hours." 

"Thanks." 

The screen went blank as their connection ended. Mori moved across his sparse 

apartment, poured another cup of coffee, and went back to his computer.  

He accessed a video feed that some sympathetic police officers posted on discreet sites. 

Akabane was a long shot. Most of the feeds were from Tokyo, Ueno, or the new cities like Shin-

Yebisu. Akabane was out in the old towns. Half of it was covered by a tower city called 

Amanogawa. The other half was divided into different levels.  

Mori shifted through the feeds. Tokyo. Ueno. Shinagawa. Yokohama. Shinjuku. 

Iidabashi.  

Nothing from Akabane. He would have to go there to speak with the Exchange's security.  



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      27 

"Right," he grimaced. The last thing he wanted to do in the early morning was go through 

the city.  

Mori took his computer, folded the screen until it was the size of his palm, and then 

inserted it into a glove sitting on his desk. He took his black coat, slid into it, and then fixed his 

hair. He put his gloves on.  

"Let's go," he said after a deep breath.  

# 

Naomi stood alone as the forensics team finished collecting Hasegawa's belongings. The 

specialists were busy with the computer. They were having trouble cracking an apparently 

inexhaustible list of small security protocols and booby traps. It had been an hour since the team 

began. Each time they managed to break through one of the defensive measures, the entire 

system would reboot.  

They tried whatever they could to bypass those triggers. Teams attempted a breakthrough 

by using secondary computers, viruses, local networking, transferring memory. Nothing worked. 

None of them wanted to give up. Naomi was not in the mood to wait for miracles. Hasegawa's 

preparations were too thorough. Sofia would be needed to break into it. 

The specialists didn't want to lose to that AI again.  

"Dammit! Let's try this." 

"We tried it already. 

"Try it again!" 

She'd give them a last chance. She wanted time to keep on her theory.  

Naomi pressed a clear medical patch into the bend of her elbow for a little extra energy. 

The nanomachines peeled from the gel and dug into her vein. She could feel the familiar 
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sensation as they burrowed deeper and deeper. Each machine had traces of chemical to focus her 

ZN Systems. That focus helped her think straight. 

"Okay, okay, okay. Where were we?" 

Naomi imagined Hasegawa was digging deep into one of the companies. He found 

something that, if it got out, would damage or outright kill the company. That company would 

have to be mean enough to resort to murder as the way to keep him quiet.  

Murders in Tokyo were common. They happened daily. Most were drug fights or sex 

traders fighting over bodies. This one was different. Professional hit. Hasegawa was lured to his 

death. The weapon was a big clue. No normal killer would use bullets like that. 

Killing as a warning? The body was left behind. That was a possibility. Maybe the killer 

was interrupted? Was there a witness? If so, where was he? Did the assassin kill him too? 

"Back to the point," she whispered. Big company buys a contract for Hasegawa's death. 

Ends in a public killing. What did Hasegawa have? What did he find? 

"Shit!" 

The specialists weren't getting anywhere. Naomi moved back to the room. "That's 

enough. Pack up the computer and send it to Sofia." 

"One more chance," the specialist captain demanded. 

"No. We've wasted an hour. Get it to Sofia." 

"Officer, please," another specialist begged. "We're almost in." 

"No, you're not. Get it to Sofia." Naomi stepped away from the apartment and moved 

towards the elevator at the end of the sterile hall. She had given them too much time. There was 

no telling how much damage they had done to the computer. She hoped Sofia could still access 

its files. 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      29 

"Officer!"  

"What is it?" Naomi turned to see one of the specialists race from the room. He tore his 

oxygen mask from his face as he approached. A single sheet of paper rested in his left hand. 

"I found this," he explained as he stopped in front of her. 

"It's paper," she dismissed. Only one word was written on it. "Ueno?" 

"I know! But look at it. Take it!" 

Naomi slipped a rubber glove on and took the paper from the man. It was heavy. She 

bobbed it up and down to feel the weight. It didn't bend like real paper, either. It curved only 

slightly before snapping back into place. It looked like real paper. It felt like real paper.  

The forensics man asked, "Do you know what this is?" 

"Weird," she answered. "What is it?" 

"Okay, so," he began, excitedly, "this kind of paper is used to hide information. It's 

actually a computer." 

"This is a computer?" Naomi checked it again. "Seriously?" 

"I know, I know, it doesn't look like it. But! This is old tech. Two hundred years ago spy 

stuff! Wafer tech. We don't even use this anymore! But it's hard to get in. Almost impossible. 

And you see this?" He pointed to a black dot at the bottom. "That's a kill switch. If this is about 

to fall into the wrong hands? This burns the data." 

"Are you sure about this?" 

"Absolutely! The kill switch gives it away. This is a big deal!" 

"Really," she breathed. "This is a computer. How do we get in?" 
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"I'm not letting those idiots touch this," he said pointing to his team. "I'm getting it to 

Sofia. I bet there's all kinds of stuff on this. Officer Sato, this is the big find. Not the glass thing 

over there. That's a paperweight! This has what we're looking for. I know it." 

"You're with me. Roan!" Naomi turned to see him appear from around the bend in the 

hall.  

"Yeah?" 

"I'm taking these two things to the city offices," she informed. "You'll receive clearance 

by tomorrow morning." 

"Sounds good," he nodded. "But..." 

She shouted to the forensics team "We're leaving! Get your kit and come on!"  
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Chapter 3 

The Ueno Paper 

The forensics man was known as Jun. He cradled the paper against his chest. Anytime 

someone came close, he would dodge away from them with a snap of his shoulders. The wafer 

computer was his infant, more important than anything else around him. Naomi could even hear 

him whispering to it. That was a little worrying.  

Tokyo had that effect on people. She had seen it her whole life. The city was too big for 

any one person to matter. Lives weren't lives as much as they were accidents, little things that 

occurred and then disappeared. Ripples in water were given more attention than a man or a 

woman in the middle of the sprawl. People would find things that mattered to them and make 

them sacred.  

Hobbies become addictions. Ideals became dogma. Plastic things became more real than 

a neighbor just across the hall. Life? That was nothing. 

No one cared that Hasegawa Sota was dead.  

Naomi didn't want that to be the case. She didn't want a life to go unnoticed. So many 

people came and went in the Tokyo wastelands and no one cared to look and see what was lost.  
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Sota was a child. He had a mother, a father, maybe even brothers and sisters. He had 

experiences. He went to school. What happened to his friends? What about his teachers? How 

many times did he cry when he scraped his knees? What did he get for his birthdays? How many 

times did his parents tell him they loved him? Who did he love first? When did he lose his 

innocence? 

When did he disappear into the city? 

It seemed like death wasn't special. It was just the truth catching up to the body. This was 

Tokyo. This was what it did to people. The city had to change. 

Naomi looked back at the paper. Jun kept it against his chest and hugged it tighter than 

before. She hoped it has the kind of information he thought it might. That could be a start to 

getting Tokyo back. 

They moved through a service garage to avoid people in the main lobbies. Tokyo Galaxy 

had twenty thousand residents in the lower sections alone. The last thing they needed was to get 

caught up in a crush of ignorant workers heading out to brain dead jobs. 

The five-man forensics team, four Prefecture Officers, and six local police headed 

towards the main avenue to meet with transports to Sofia. 

"Are you going to share what you find?" Roan asked as he pulled next to her. 

"Depends on what we find," she said. "You know how it works." 

"Sure, but if there's something big going on in my city, I'd like to know." 

"Of course." They came to a ramp that led to wide alley. "We'll keep most of what we 

have here in the Under City to see what's down there." 

"Could I have one of your guys for the room?" 
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"I'll have someone there." They entered the alley and headed to the left. An old style 

monorail hummed overhead. Naomi looked up, noticing how the tower stretched into the low 

clouds. The building next to it seemed to be just as tall. She hated the feeling. Tokyo made 

everything feel insignificant. 

"I mean," Roan continued, "if that paper is really a computer, this could be problem." 

"We're not cutting you out," she said. "You know how we have to do this. State first. City 

second." 

"Not how we do things here." 

"How we do things everywhere. Now stop worrying. You sound pregnant." 

Three Officers, each dressed in their black suits and red helmets, appeared from the end 

of the alley, each jogging in unison towards Naomi. One was carrying a small case that seemed 

to be for the paper. They stopped a few steps away, bowed towards her, and began the process of 

claiming evidence. 

"We appreciate your hard work in this matter," Kuroda said. "From now, we will take 

responsibility for transferring sensitive materials to their destination." 

Naomi bowed slightly to them. "Thank you for coming and pardon the interruption. This 

is the evidence you need to claim." 

"Understood." Kuroda motioned for the other two Officers to take the paper from Jun.  

One opened the case to allow him to set it inside. Jun reached out to rest it as gently as he 

could. 

Kuroda looked to Roan. "We would like to thank..." 
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The snap of the gunshot was followed by a geyser of red mist against Kuroda's face. 

Naomi fell as she turned to see Jun collapse to the ground. Half of his skull was missing, leaving 

on the bloody cavity and pouring brain. 

Another gunshot tore her eardrums. Another shower of blood and meat fell onto her face. 

Kuroda clutched the shredded flesh where the bullet shredded his throat. With agonized gargles 

and meaningless gasps, the dying man writhed and choked on blood and meat as he fell to his 

back.  

Naomi pulled her weapon, raised it, and turned to return fire. More gunshots. Three of the 

forensics team went down. Roan pulled his gun.  

"What the fuck!" he cried as one of his own men pointed his gun at them. "What the fuck 

are you doing?" 

He didn't answer. Naomi didn't wait. She ducked low and moved left as she fired four 

times at the city police officer. The bullets struck him twice in the chest, once in the throat, and 

once in his upper jaw. The man dropped to the ground, dead.  

Roan didn't get a shot off. He fell back against a pillar as he began to hyperventilate. 

Naomi only glanced at him before checking the others. "Call out!" 

"Five down," one of the Officers shouted.  

"Shooter is down," she announced. She tapped the communicator imbedded behind her 

ear. "This is Officer Sato Naomi at Tokyo Galaxy in Shinagawa. We have an incident involving 

a firearm. Four...five Officers are down. Shooter has been neutralized. I am requesting 

immediate..." 

"Naomi! Watch out!" Roan cried. 
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She turned to see one of the Prefectural Officers levy his gun at her face. She dropped to 

her back and raised her gun, firing up and into his chest. Five more shots cleaved his throat into 

offal. 

More gunfire erupted from her right. A forensics man held the first shooter's gun and 

killed another officer. Roan fired once into the forensic man's heart. He fell in a heap. 

"What the fuck is going on?" Roan panicked. "The fuck is happening?" 

"We need to go," Naomi shouted at him. "Scatter! Get away from here!" 

The remaining officers ran away in opposite directions, screaming for people to get away. 

They didn't get far. More gunfire sounded and the rounds dropped the police as they fled. Naomi 

struggled to get to her feet. Another shooter? What was happening? She turned to get Roan.  

There was a flash and impact against her body. It didn't register at first. Roan stood a few 

meters away, gun pointed at her. She looked down. Blood seeped through her uniform's coat just 

beneath her vest.  

"Roan?" Naomi gasped as she fell to the ground. She clutched the wound, pressing 

against it to keep the blood in her. She tapped her ear again. "We're down...we're all down..." 

He approached, gun up and at her eyes. She glared at him, though he didn't seem to 

understand what was happening. His panicked eyes darted all over. He stepped towards her like a 

killer and primed the round with a press of the switch. It clicked. Naomi didn't look away. She 

wanted to see it coming. 

"Please, no!" Roan cried. The gun teased her, stabbing at her eyes while Roan shrieked 

for help. Then, the gun lifted away from her face.  

Roan brought the end of the barrel to his temple.  

"Roan!" Naomi called though her pain. "Stop!" 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      36 

"Please!" Roan shrieked. "Help me! Nao..." 

 SNAP.  

Roan's skull shattered with a hard spasm, spraying the nearby wall with his brains. He 

collapsed to the ground a stiff, wriggling mess of blood. 

"Shit," Naomi winced, half in panic and half determined to survive. She tried to crawl 

away while still clutching her wound. Each movement stung in lightning bursts. After only a few 

reaches, it was apparent that escape was impossible. Naomi curled into a fetal position, hoping 

that help would arrive before she lost too much blood. She could feel her Systems attempt to 

mend the wound.  

Then she heard footsteps. A person approached her with slow, deliberate steps. A black, 

military style boot crunched a fragment of skull next to her face. She peeked up, careful not to 

draw attention to herself, to see a man clad in military grade combat skin. His arms, chest, and 

neck were covered in hard plastics. A featureless black helmet covered his face. A white screen 

glowed on his left wrist. 

"That would be all of them," he said. "One left. I'm on it." Naomi watched as the man 

squatted next to her. She tried to act like she was dead. "Hello, Officer Sato. Not a good day, is 

it?" 

She croaked out a reply. "What did you do to them?" 

"You don't need to worry. You are gut shot, but it's nothing some time in a hospital won't 

fix." 

"What did you do?" 

The man reached for the case, knowing exactly where to find the gene locks. Two clicks 

sounded before he pulled the paper from the case. "Ueno. Now that is interesting, don't you think 
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Officer Sato?" He thumbed the kill switch at the bottom of the page. Smoldering streams of 

black burned through the material until only charred flakes remained. He ran his hand across the 

ash pile to scatter it. 

"You killed them," Naomi gasped, fighting to stay conscious through the pain. 

The man tapped the screen on his wrist. "Some. You did your share, and by the way, 

thanks for that. You were a big, big help. I know it feels bad, but here's some good news. You're 

going to be a hero. So, chin up, Officer Sato. Tomorrow is another day. Goodbye and good luck 

out there." 

Naomi tried to speak. A sudden wave of fatigue dragged her down. She couldn't keep her 

eyes open. She fought to stand but something pressed neck. 

"Quiet," he said. "They're almost here." 

# 

"Ueno," Marconi replied. "I submitted to you. Check your mail." 

There was a rummaging sound. No doubt Ewing was trying to reach the discreet server 

that Marconi set up for him. It was usually tucked under a mountain of cast-off sample packs. 

If there was one thing Marconi liked about the man, it was his penchant for trying every 

kind of coffee in Tokyo. Perhaps it was the only thing they had in common. Marconi liked the 

Japanese stuff better than the brown piss water they offered in America. Home sweet home had 

no sense of good brew. 

"I got it," Ewing said. "You're sure nothing's left?" 

"Of course. Burned and gone. They still have his computer. I'll get that tonight." 

"Do it quietly." 

"Of course." 
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"And are you sure about this plan of yours? I mean, you don't think there's a big risk?" 

"I'm sure," he said. "Kind of interesting to keep one alive. Opens up all kinds of 

possibilities." 

"Don't make it a habit." 

"No guarantees," he teased. The cook finally noticed him. Marconi had been waiting 

there for five minutes. He was hungry and he wanted his skewers. 

"Oh! Hey! Maruko-ni! What do you want?" the chef laughed. 

"Buta kimchi," he answered as he held up four fingers. "And some negima." Two fingers. 

Sounded silly with the fake accent. Marconi could speak proper Japanese with any inflection he 

wanted. Doing so felt wrong at that moment. Locals loved foreigners’ ignorance. Gave them a 

jolt to hear broken Japanese in harsh American. 

"Hai!" he called as excitedly as Marconi expected. He turned to grill the skewers as he 

shouted towards his grandson. 

"Where are you?" Ewing asked. He was worried. The man always worried too much. He 

never used the right channels, either. 

"I'm in Hamamatsu-cho," he said. 

"Isn't that a little close?" Ewing cried in a whisper. As if that would stop any listener from 

hearing. 

"No. Focus on what you're good at and don't worry about what I'm good at." 

"Little things can fuck us up," Ewing spat. 

"Eric," Marconi grunted as he stepped away from the grill stand. "This is the next to last 

time I'm going to say this to you, so act like the genius you think you are a listen. This is what I 

was made for. I know what I'm doing. I know where everything is. Our lady friend knows 
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exactly what happened and she'll make sure everyone else gets it. You keep calling me like this? 

These are the little things that fuck us up. Eventually someone will listen." 

"Fine. I'll keep it to one a day." 

"A week. I'll check in with you if shit happens to be hitting the fan. Submit through the 

right channel from now on." 

"God dammit...fine." 

The chef called to Marconi. "Your food is here!" 

"I've got something else," Ewing mumbled, not taking the very obvious hint. 

"Through the channel, Eric,” he growled. “Fuck ups and little things. Don’t forget.” 

"Just make sure you look right when you get back. We're almost out of this and I don't 

want it going to hell before we make the move." 

"Of course." Marconi cut the call and pulled out his money. Eight grilled skewers sat in a 

plastic box. The chef added an extra stick of both types. He liked this bit of life. He didn't 

understand why they did it. It was fun to pretend. He knew the chef would do it, but acting like 

he didn't? That made it feel right.  

"I only ordered six," he laughed. 

"Service!” the chef sang out. The extra skewers were on the house. “Enjoy!" 

Marconi handed the old man seven hundred yen. He raised the box and nodded to him in 

thanks. The old man nodded back, beamed a big smile, and moved to the next customer. 

Marconi then walked towards the shade cast by a service overpass.  

Hamamatsu-cho was one of the few places in the old cities that still had sunlight. It was 

one of his secret places. People were still real there. They talked. They knew each other. They 

actually liked each other. Old people met in front of shops to talk about nothing. That was 
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something. Kids kicked old soccer balls into baskets. A few people who remembered him 

greeted Marconi whenever he walked through.  

It was the last living place in the city. Life was good in Hamamatsu-cho. It was good to 

see living people there. Life was precious. Life was great. 

Ewing kept telling him all of those things. Marconi wasn't sure if he was right. But it was 

interesting to play with. They fit the image of Ewing's ideal. It was good place to be. 

He found a little nook in the shade and pulled the first skewer. Best in the city. He bit into 

it and loved how the kimchi mixed with the smoky bacon.  

He tapped the side of his head to access his internal computer. A screen appeared in his 

eyes. A news report flickered into view. 

"...AKING: Eighteen dead, one injured in apparent murder-suicide targeting police. 

Sources are tellin..." 

"Good," he thought. "What's next?" 
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Chapter 4 

Her Name Was Teague 

Mori exited off the tram just after the doors opened. No reason to stay longer than 

necessary. Transit through the city meant witnessing some of its worst elements. An overdose, 

two fights, and two sexual assaults on one train. Fortunately, he would not have to go any 

further.   

The Akabane Exchange was one of twenty stations were people could get from the old 

towns to the new cities without processing at a checkpoint. All trains arrived in level three.  

As he stepped towards the stairs, he noticed a drug party gathered near the end of the 

terminal. 

The smell of burning chemical mixed with other foul things had imprinted into the walls. 

He approached the usual half dead people to check if Kamiya was with them. It was a long shot. 

Never hurt to look. 

Only one person was able to notice him. The woman gazed with glassy eyes. Her mouth 

hung open with lazy lips. The edges were crusted with spit and sauce. The man next to her slept 

in a puddle of someone's urine. The others were in a similar state. Kamiya wasn't with them. 

"Small miracle," he grunted.  
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Mori headed to the main station two levels above. He dodged a group of drunk people 

splayed out on the steps. They were close enough to the upper city for a station officer to usher 

them back down. While there were no checkpoints, the upper levels had standards. Drunks and 

the drugged out were not welcome. 

Akabane's primary level managed a simple balance between the sterile Tokyo sprawl and 

grime stained under city. The terminal stretched into a broad plaza, as tall as it was wide. Glass 

domes at the pinnacles allowed for actual sunlight. Several security drones hovered over the 

center. Four revolved around each exit.  

People hurried from one side to the other, pressing through packs of idlers and wrestling 

each other to catch the next trains. A single monk, face hidden beneath a false wicker komuso, 

stood off to the side with his hand outstretched.  

In three years of seeing him there, he never saw anyone give him money. 

Mori ignored him and headed to the security kiosk near one of the platforms. The guard 

noticed him and waved him over.  

"Long time, no see!" Kitagawa Ryo called. 

"That's right," Mori said as they came close. "I need some help."  

"You looking for someone here?"  

Mori nodded. "Young woman from Toyama. Last seen here. Name is..." 

"That's not a lot to work with," he cringed.  

"Look in the registries for Kamiya Natsuki." 

Kitagawa thought about it for a moment. "...I could look at the registries." 

"I hoped you would." 

"Follow me. Junpei's gone for now. We have about two hours." 
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"Where is he?" 

"He's got a sex friend in Urawa." 

"Good for him." 

Mori followed Kitagawa into the kiosk, through a small door, and into a dim surveillance 

room. Eight screens showed video feeds from the security drones around the station. One showed 

the lower platforms.  

Kitagawa pulled a chair for Mori. He refused to sit and pointed to the screen. 

Kitagawa nodded a few times and took the seat himself. "When did she come through." 

"Don't know. Missing for three weeks," Mori replied. 

"From Toyama...that's the ten twenty arrival on platform six. Kamiya Natsuki. Just run 

through two months of arrivals." 

Kitagawa tapped his fingers in the air. Guards like him had small computers implanted in 

their skin so they could interface with secure systems. Mori was glad to have his out. It never felt 

right. 

"ZN Registry number...T-O-Y... three, eight, seven, seven, six, five, B-Z, five, five, six, 

T-A-K." A moment later the screen switched to the moment of her arrival. A young woman 

stepped from the elevator to the first-class platform. Screen highlighted her. 

Kamiya was young, dressed in an unassuming way, with grays and blacks and only a 

little in the way of jewelry. Her long black hair was tied to the side of her head in a style 

common to young women. 

"She arrived the day she went missing." 

Mori leaned close. Kamiya did not carry anything with her. 

"That's Kamiya Natsuki," Kitagawa whispered. 
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"I know," Mori toned.  

The screen switched to a different view from across the station. Kamiya came across the 

plaza in a manner that told Mori she was comfortable there. However, she moved with purpose, 

not stopping at any shops or pausing for elderly people. She stopped near a kiosk as another 

woman approached. 

"Who is that?" Mori pointed to the new woman. "Get her information." 

"Already on it." 

Kamiya greeted the new woman with haphazard bow and excited smile. The new woman 

bowed too, but hers was rough and unpracticed. Her manner was all wrong. Too bouncy. Too 

excited.  

"Foreigner," Mori whispered. 

"Yes, she is," Kitagawa confirmed. "Helen Teague. Married. Unaffiliated. And...eh? 

You're kidding." 

"What is it?" 

"Well...she died three days ago." 

 

# 

"Helen Teague is the one who reported Kamiya Natsuki missing," Cartwright said. 

"And she's dead." 

"Doesn't feel right, Atsushi." 

"No, it doesn't." 

Mori inspected the kiosk where Kamiya met with Helen Teague in the central plaza of 

the station. He looked towards the exit the two used, noticing the increased surveillance there. 
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The situation did not make much sense. The recordings showed that Kamiya left the station with 

the person who reported her missing. That person died three days ago.  

"She never came back to the Exchange," Mori said. "So why say this was the last place 

she was seen?" 

"No reason I want to go with just yet," Cartwright huffed.  

"Maybe Teague knew there would be trouble?" 

"So why not send her back?" 

"Thinking about that." Mori made for the exit. Two students coughed as they passed by 

him. Mori wiped their spit from his coat. As he came to the exit, an automated guard asked for a 

moment and a palm scan.  

"What for?" 

"A precaution for your security." 

"Fine." He put his hand on the glass reader and waited for permission. It was granted 

after a second. 

He stepped to the upper town walkway; a rain stained broad avenue that had been there 

longer than the actual station. A line of vehicles was parked in a scattered row near the entrance. 

Students gathered near light nodes as they downed bottles of whiskey. A police officer ignored 

them.  

"Too many people not to notice," he considered. 

"What are you thinking?" Cartwright wondered. 

"Kamiya wanted to go with Teague," Mori thought aloud. "She had a car. Makes sense. 

Just a moment." He tapped his palm to call Kitagawa. 

"Mori-san?" he answered. 
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"Check the recordings in front the main exit. Kamiya likely entered a vehicle here." 

"I am checking now!" 

"She meets her here," Mori whispered. "Leaves with her. Then reports her missing almost 

three weeks after picking her up at the place they met. Interesting." 

"I have the vehicle," Kitagawa said. "Registered as a private vehicle to Robert Teague. 

Number...A-K-N, three, three, one. Resident of Akabane and married to Helen Teague." 

"Can you give me a current location?" 

"It's not near the lines," Kitagawa sighed. "It hasn't been near any line since she took 

Kamiya." 

"Thank you. You'll get your payment tonight." 

"Many thanks, Mori-san!" 

Mori cut the call and returned to Cartwright. "Kamiya went with Teague. I have the 

vehicle registry number and owner." 

"Good work," the handler said. 

"Pass it to Naomi in Prefectural. She can get us what we need." 

"I'll have a room for you," she said. "Hotel in the fourth level. Hinode." 

"I'll be there when you get the information."  

 

 

 

# 

Five disparate levels created the new city Akabane. The first was regarded as the old 

town, or the under city. The second, third, and fourth levels were the middle city, not terrible 
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living though a far cry from the best place. The fifth was the new town reserved for the affluent 

citizens. 

Mori knew the area due to his work. It took little time to find the hotel after a twenty 

minute walk. Hinode remained as a last image of the old Tokyo before the sprawl. Synthetic 

struts formed archaic columns which were painted to appear organic. The doors slid with 

tortured electric hums as Mori stepped inside.  

An android manned the reception desk. The machine's false skin sagged on its metal 

skeleton, black rot eating away at the soft plastic flesh. Patches of hair, stringy and cracked, 

dangled from a blotchy scalp. A single eye remained lit, the other sat in pieces in the socket. 

It handed Mori his key when he approached the desk, bowed with a spastic nod, and then 

returned to doing nothing. 

Mori went to his room, the final space at the end of the hall. Cleaning drones shifted dust 

around a ragged yellow carpet while an old woman watched the latest drama on a screen in the 

rear office. She did not care that Mori noticed her. 

When he was inside his room, he found a chair, pulled a bottle of coffee from his coat, 

and waited for Cartwright to call. 

Kamiya Natsuki. He wondered who she was. She was different than the usual missing 

person. The Martin Kim's were the rule. Kids wanting to rebel against their parents didn't have 

any sense to them. Killing themselves in rebellion, the best act of revenge against parents who 

did not care enough. That is how they saw it. 

Kamiya did not seem that way. She appeared bright and alert. She was sure, keeping her 

determined walk all the way to the kiosk. She was not surprised to see Teague. She was happy.  

"You went with someone you knew. That person said that was your last day. Why?" 
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The screen clicked to life. Cartwright was calling.  

"What do you have?" Mori asked. 

"Bad news," she replied. "Naomi Sato was involved in an attack on Prefectural and city 

officers. She is in critical condition." 

Mori leaned close to the screen. "What happened?" 

"One of the Tokyo Galaxy cops had a meltdown. There was a crossfire. Eighteen dead." 

"Shit," Mori seethed. He buried his face in his hands as the news began to register. "Any 

news on if she'll make it?" 

"Her ZN has her in a coma for now. Doctors think she'll pull through." 

That was good news. "Thanks for telling me." 

"You want to go to the hospital." 

"...I'll visit her after we get Kamiya." 

"Right. I have a location on that vehicle." 

"Where is it?" 

"Akihabara." 

"I'm going there." 

"I'll have a taxi waiting for you outside the hotel in five minutes." 

 

# 

"Ryan Yamashita." 

The car lurched as it shifted lanes to the left. The tunnels from the mid-city sank behind 

him as the road shifted up to match Akihabara's upper district level. He was still twenty minutes 
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out from that part of the city. That allow him all the time he needed to learn what happened to 

Naomi. 

On any other day he would not call Yamashita. Bad history had a way of festering. Theirs 

was some of the worst kind of history two people could have. 

"This is Captain Yamashita," he answered in English. 

"Ryan," Mori began. "It's Mori." 

"Holy shit. Jesus, you finally called." 

"What happened to Naomi?" 

"Ambush," he said. "Tokyo Galaxy chief finally broke and took it out on our people."  

"Finally?" 

"Found a bunch of scary stuff in his apartment. Computer was full of anti-corporate 

reformer shit. A lot of hate for the police. He'd been looking to hit us for a few months now." 

"She's going to make it?" 

"Definitely. She was hit just under the liver. A little north and she'd be dead. She's 

damned lucky." 

"Yes, she is. Can I see her soon?" 

"How soon?" 

"Two, maybe three days." 

"I'll get you some time. It might not be long." 

The car shifted to the right, pulling to the highest lane to match the level of Teague's car.  

Mori looked out to the city. It stretched forever. Cars kept driving. Trains kept their time. 

People kept doing whatever it was they did. None of them knew what happened to Naomi Sato 

and the eighteen killed. 
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"What was she doing at the Galaxy?" Mori wondered. 

"There was a hit there," Yamashita answered. "Last night. Journalist was killed during a 

rave." 

Journalist at a rave. Mori knew a man like that. "What was his name?" 

"Hasegawa Sota." 

"Are you sure?"  

"ZN confirms it. Why?" 

"I use him." Mori streaked his fingers through his hair as the anxiety hit him. Two of his 

colleagues were down, one injured, one dead.   

"Sota was a very careful man," Mori noted. 

"He was with a random girl under the Galaxy. He let his guard down. Couldn't have been 

that careful." 

"He never went anywhere he didn't trust." 

"If you have any ideas," Yamashita began, "I have an open-door policy." 

"Since when?" 

"This morning." 

Mori considered the offer. A deeper meaning hounded Sota's death than the police 

realized. Another factor was at play, something deeper than just a hit job on a journalist.  

"Can you come in tonight?" Yamashita wondered. 

"I'm in Akihabara. When I'm out, I'll consult with you about Hasegawa and Naomi." 

"Sounds like a good deal to me. Anything I can do to make it go a little faster?" 

"Yeah. Do me a favor." 

"What is it?" 
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"Look into the death of Helen Teague. Resident of Akabane. Died three days ago." 

"Okay," he said. "I'm looking. Any particular reason?" 

"Timing." 

"Got it. Contact me when you're leaving Akiba." 

The call ended. Mori closed his eyes as Akihabara's glow began to overwhelm the setting 

sun. He was getting too close to the familiar things. All of the death, of the ugliness inside the 

city was coming back for him.  

His instincts told him to stop. Give up on it all and get out.  

"While I still can."   
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Chapter 5 

Akihabara Neon 

Akihabara survived the Tokyo collapse as a tech district turned pleasure district. The old-

style city sank under new construction, overtaken by a metastasizing corporate race. 

In the past ten years, corporations, crime organizations, and small-time investors turned it 

into the play district, the world's largest brothel.  

Companies like Rai-on or T-Isle had twenty story megastores all over the main avenue. 

Sex hotels, fantasy cars, and drug dens stayed hidden behind them. All people in Akihabara came 

to shop, either for the latest gadgets or for the youngest models. 

Mori checked his computer. Teague's car was parked in a lot house next to a clinic just 

outside the first pleasure lane. The last clinic in Akihabara was the only one to offer any real 

medical treatment. The other three were established to contain sexually transmitted pathogens. 

Syphilis made its comeback twenty years ago. Even ZN systems had difficulty combating it.  

"Let me off there," he instructed the taxi. It continued for another hundred or so meters 

before pulling next to one of the massive stores. Mori gripped the pay screen to deposit the fee. 

After it turned green, he slid from the car.  
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A group of shoppers meandered out of the store. Two pulled away from their friends and 

slid into a thin alley that would take them to one of the brothels. He followed. The route would 

be quicker than walking around the entire store. 

It took a minute to get through the cramped passage. Once he was on the other side, Mori 

was in another world.  

Each store glowed in neon heat, radiating exotic colors in wild, rolling patterns. One 

entrance burned with fake yellow fire in grinding, gyrating motions. 

Each store had its own music, usually a pulsing electronic piece with no taste. A man 

stood in front of each, screaming out for people to come in and enjoy the services. 

"Irasshai! Irasshai! Thank you for coming! Good prices here! We have the best services 

in town! Irasshai!" 

Each place had their product on display. Naked men stood at hard attention, wrapped in 

straps of leather. Women in half kimonos or tied with red ropes danced in smooth motion. 

Interested people would stop to look, commenting on length and size. 

Four went into the closest sex house. A moment later one of the women and two of the 

men disappeared from the menagerie. 

Mori looked a little longer than he wanted. One of the dancers noticed. She caught his 

attention. With closed eyes, she kissed the glass, leaving a deep crimson stain. Mori paused to 

watch. The dancer began to caress herself, first gripping her silver hair. Then her fingers traced 

her neck to her collar.  Her hands slithered down her bare breasts, across her navel, deep into her 

bottoms and into herself. 

The sight of her, the moans she let slip, all of it forced Mori away. "Keep going," he 

whispered. "Teague. Find Teague. Teague." 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      54 

He passed more of the pleasure houses and drug dens. Chemical cocktails wafted out 

from them, burned his nose and turned his stomach. He kept going. A local guard, likely hired by 

whatever company ran the area, shoved a man away from the entrance before ramming his knee 

into his groin. 

Mori kept his head down. The clinic was not far. He could already see the sign. Robert 

Teague was likely inside.  

He arrived at the entrance. A glowing white sign read "Yamagata: Mind and Body." 

Two automated guards, silver cylinders with four slots for weapons, stood at the single 

door into the building. Mori approached both with his palm computer raised. One turned to him. 

A light blinked a few times before it registered his approached. 

"Welcome to Yamagata Clinic," the guard droned. "You are not registered for an 

appointment. What is your reason for visiting?" 

Mori answered, "I want to know when you close." 

"Our services run until twenty-two thirty." 

"Are there any appointments available today?" 

"I regret to inform you that all services are full until close." 

"I'll try again tomorrow." 

Mori moved away from the guards. It was possible that Teague would be in the clinic 

until close. That gave Mori some time to look for the car. The parking structure was not far from 

the clinic, just across the street and hidden behind one of the megastores.  

He crossed the wide lane into the lot house. No guards meant getting in was easy. Mori 

checked his computer. Teague's vehicle was parked on the third story.  
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He slid into a dim stairwell to the right of the entrance. Droning echoes of footsteps 

sounded from above. Two women passed him. One glanced at him. She held the look for a 

moment before turning back to her friend. 

Mori kept going. He tapped on his computer to access a lockpick program as he pushed 

through the door to the third story parking area. Numerous slots, wide enough for the latest 

vehicles, lined the concrete walls. All were occupied with higher class cruisers or expensive 

models from overseas. Only one was out of place.  

Mori had Teague's car. It was much smaller than the other vehicles. He approached it, 

taking his time so he would not get any attention. A man and woman passed. Both were drunk. 

They did not notice him.  

Mori took position at the driver side and waited for them to leave. He hid his face in the 

shadows and pretended to read messages. 

Once they had gone, he pressed his computer to the car lock. It clicked open, allowing 

Mori inside. The familiar odors of medical chemicals and adhesive bandages tinged the air. Mori 

checked the back seats. Several empty boxes of ZN treatments were scattered on the bench seat.  

"Teague's sick," he surmised.  

Mori looked to the central console. All cars in Tokyo had “drive logs,” preferred routes, 

and visited locations. He used his computer to override the car's security. It hummed to life, 

bringing all its systems online and displaying an older model service screen. The dim light was 

just enough to illuminate the interior. 

"Welcome, Robert," the car said.  

Mori ducked low into the seat. He tapped the screen to find all of the locations Teague 

frequented. The first was deep in Akabane's fourth level residential area. Likely his house. Mori 
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scanned the data into his computer. A good chance Kamiya went there. He found the second 

location.  

Yamagata's clinic. 

"Must be very sick," he breathed.  

The third location was in Ueno. It seemed to be a pharmaceutical lab. He marked it.  

Mori checked the fourth. It was a news organization known as the Daily Kanto in 

English.  

"Writer or translator?" 

There were several other locations listed. Mori took them all down. Mount Takao. Rai-on 

Shinjuku. There was no listing for the Akabane Exchange. That was strange. He tapped the 

screen to view recently visited locations, refining the search to extend a month before Kamiya's 

arrival.  

No visits to the Exchange. The entire day Helen Teague met with Kamiya was gone. 

"She erased the log?" Mori did not have the time or the ability to recover deleted data. He 

would not to ask another favor from Yamashita.  

 Mori then accessed the call information for the previous two months. 

"Oliver Jackson." Mori knew the name. It was an editor at Daily Kanto. "Interesting." 

Mori took the name and marked it as important. He looked to the next calls. Helen Teague. 

Helen Teague. Eric Ewing. Koji Takahashi. Helen Teague. Oliver Jackson. 

After taking all of the names down, Mori slid from the car and locked it. He moved back 

towards the stairwell as he considered his findings. 
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He did not expect to see Jackson's name in the computer. It made sense that Teague was a 

translator. It was a common job for foreigners. Robert Teague likely translated stories for the 

news feeds. 

However, Oliver Jackson was not just any editor. 

"Yamashita," Mori spoke. The call connected. He paused at the entrance to the stairs, 

keeping to the shadows.  

"That was fast," Yamashita joked. "What did you find?" 

"Robert Teague worked with Hasegawa Sota's favorite news group." 

"Teague? Really?" Yamashita breathed. "Interesting. What kind of connection are you 

thinking of?" 

"Not sure. Could be something." 

"I'm betting on something. I'll have someone look into it." 

"Quietly. This doesn't seem to be over." 

"I'm not sure it could get worse than what happened at the Galaxy." 

 

 

# 

Marconi sat across the room as the nurse administered the wrong medicine to Robert 

Teague. She was a young nurse, cute, Chinese born with bob haircut and suit that was likely two 

sizes too small. Not much to left to the imagination.  

Not much left of Teague either, he thought. The man sat in the service chair, wasting 

away. The cancer advanced to the final stages despite the treatments. Teague was one of the 
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unlucky ones. Zhang's Disease liked his body, spreading tumors throughout his body. The 

biggest was in the stomach. Ten centimeters of bad growth. 

Marconi turned his attention back to the nurse as she bent over to inject more treatment 

into a bulge on Teague's shin. She was easier on the eyes than Teague. For a moment Marconi 

wondered if he should have avoided using the crowd as monitors. The brothels had too much to 

see. Now he was intrigued by the nurse more than the target.  

For a few more moments he wondered how an ass that big was attached to a body that 

small. 

Marconi decided he would ask her when it was all said and done. Politely. He didn't want 

to make anyone uncomfortable. There were rules to things like this. 

The nurse pressed the wrong patch onto the injection site. It would take a few moments 

for it to register on Teague. A new, lethal cocktail would mix with the previous treatments to 

shut down his already failing body. Teague wouldn't even know what was happening.  

Marconi wondered if she had a husband. Maybe just a boyfriend. He didn't bother to look 

into her history all that much. Unaffiliated and no children? Still, she worked well. All of her 

moves were very precise. She injected with smooth moves and sure hands. The way she placed 

the patch was beautiful. A caring smile offered relief to a man already dead. 

Teague smiled back. Interesting, Marconi thought. Even at this time, right there at the 

end, he took comfort in a young woman's kindness. 

Well, he thought, not for long.  

Shivers snaked through Teague's body as the medicine began the collapse. It would likely 

start by shorting out his nervous system. Any pain would be fleeting. 
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The nurse moved to check him. She looked at the patches on his body and ripped all of 

them off as she cried for assistance. Marconi felt bad for her. She was good at her job. She didn't 

deserve to be ruined. He liked how she worked. He could tell that she cared for her patients. 

After all, life was important. 

Those shivers turned to seizures, throttling Teague against the chair. The toxins reached 

his brain. Marconi could tell by the way his eyes rolled backward. Already dead. It would take a 

minute more for his body to catch up. One more problem down.  

The nurse rushed out of the room, screaming for help. Too bad, Marconi thought. He 

didn't want to wait to see her again. Such a good person, he thought.  

He found the patch he made her use on the ground. She didn't deserve to be ruined 

because of Teague. He tapped the data cell on the back of the patch. It would read she wasn't to 

blame. 

"Well," he whispered as he rose from the floor. "Mr. Teague. That's all I need from you 

today." 

Marconi slipped out of the room just as a group of doctors and attendants pressed in. The 

nurse was crying at the rear of the group.  

"Sou-chan," one of the others whispered. "You are alright. Don't worry." 

Sou? Interesting name. Zhou Sou-something. He'd learn the rest later. 

 

# 

Mori exited the parking building as an ambulance screeched to a stop in front of the 

clinic. Its blood hued lights swirled with the Akihabara burn, staining the district with new, 

frantic glow. 
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Five personnel hurried from the sides of the vehicle and then rushed inside. A small 

crowd of drunkards and drug heavy locals gathered near the closest den. Even one of the pushers 

looked on at the clinic. 

A crying nurse waited near the security posts. Three doctors spoke to her, urging her to 

listen. She did not want to hear what they were saying.  

"He was very sick," one doctor said. 

"The medicine was mis-marked," a foreign one offered. "It's not your fault." 

Something was off, Mori could feel it and crossed the street. One of the doctors stopped 

him from approaching the door. 

"You can't go in," the doctor snapped. 

"What happened?" Mori asked, ignoring the order.  

"Incident." 

"Who?" 

"I'm not going to tell you." 

"Was it Robert Teague?" 

The doctor seemed surprised that he knew Teague was in the clinic. He glanced back to 

the others before attempting an escape. Mori snatched him by the elbow. 

"It was Robert Teague. What happened?" Mori glared at the man to make sure he 

understood. 

"I can't tell you anything." 

Mori stepped close. "I'm a finder. I am here to speak to Robert Teague about a missing 

person he is linked to." 

"Robert? Linked to...what do you mean?" 
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"I need to talk to him." 

"I'm sorry," the doctor tried to shout through a whisper. "Mr. Teague just died. Five 

minutes ago." 

# 

Marconi waited in the corner of the hall as he observed the medical staff prep Teague for 

the morgue. It was a funny sight. The staff tossed the body around like it was trash. On more 

than one occasion, Teague's head smacked the ground so hard it likely cracked his skull. He 

imagined they'd seen so much death in their lives that it didn't bother them. 

The lawyer offered better entertainment. He crawled around the room, checking each and 

every medicine pack in the chamber for defects. No doubt he wanted to protect the company 

from troubles. Marconi wasn't stupid. He created a false trace to the producer in Canada. They'd 

take the hit. Yamagata would be fine. 

Everyone was busy with one thing or another. It would be a while before he could sneak 

out without risking attention. That wasn't a problem. He had time to burn. At least Zhou was out 

there. He could get another look at her. Maybe he could learn her whole name. Normal people 

needed a good shoulder to cry on. That's what he was told.  

“I can be a good shoulder,” he whispered.  

"Let him in," one of the attendants shouted. 

Marconi looked down the sterile hall. One of the old nurses appeared with a man dressed 

in black. He walked like police. His eyes moved like police. No officer would ever dress like 

that. His hair wasn't regulation. Too long. His computer was off grid. Highly illegal. Marconi 

moved to listen to what he was saying. 

"Teague's through here?" 
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"Yes. Just inside." The nurse stepped into the room. "Stop for a moment. Someone needs 

to see Robert." 

The man in black followed into the room. Marconi’s breath caught in his throat. There 

was no coincidence that he was there. 

"How did he die?" Mori asked pointedly. 

The nurse answered "The patch was wrong. Interference with his ZN Systems and then 

cardiac arrest." 

"Maybe," the lawyer added. "We can't be sure." 

"The patch was wrong," she stressed, ignoring the little man as he did his work. 

"What did he have?" Mori pressed, scouring the room with his screen. 

"Zhang's Disease,” another nurse answered. “Advanced." 

"Bad luck." 

"He had a few weeks left. It's...really terrible." 

"Come with me, please." Atsushi Mori appeared in the hall. The nurse followed. He 

waited until the attendants and the staff began working on the body again before speaking. "Did 

Robert Teague ever speak to you about personal things?" 

"Sometimes," she answered. "We had been treating him for three years." 

"Did you know his wife?" 

"Helen? Of course." 

Marconi twitched when he heard him say her name. Just as he feared, the man was going 

to be trouble. He needed to be dealt with quickly before he became the little thing that fucked 

everything up. 

"Did you ever hear about a visitor? Young woman. Someone they knew from Toyama." 
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Marconi froze, struck numb by the question. Toyama. That could only mean one thing. 

"Fuck you, Ewing," he whispered. "Fuck you very much." 

# 

"She never mentioned anyone like that," the nurse answered. She seemed genuine 

enough. 

Mori grimaced. "Her name is Kamiya Natsuki. She's been missing for three weeks. Helen 

Teague was the last person seen with her." 

"Helen was a good person," the nurse protested. "She would never do anything bad." 

"I didn't say she did," Mori said. The nurse was ignorant of anything outside the clinic. 

Helen Teague had been very careful, not letting anything slip to people she did not implicitly 

trust.  

Clinics like Yamagata were survivalists. The lawyer was already in the room trying find a 

way to shift the blame away from the corporation. Robert Teague's body had been wrapped and 

made ready for transport to a holding facility. No autopsy would be performed. City coroners 

would burn his corpse within a day.  

The man in the corner was just standing there, watching everyone as they went about 

their business. Mori did not like the way he looked. Even by foreigner's standards, he seemed 

wrong, from his all black and very expensive suit to his slicked back hair. The man was out of 

place. None of the others seemed to mind him, though.  

One of the clinic's staff approached from down the hall. Mori checked him as he came. 

He appeared sick with sunken, dark eyes and pale sweat slick skin.  

"What is it?" the nurse asked, alarmed for her friend. The man did not answer. His eyes 

were off, thin cut and angry. His fidgety manner screamed intent.  
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"I can see God," the man moaned. A glint and flash caught in the dim lights as the man 

slashed straight for Mori’s throat. Instinct kicked in and Mori stepped to the side just in time to 

avoid the scalpel. As he moved, he caught the attacker’s wrist, yanked him down and slammed 

his forehead into the floor. Bone and cartilage scrunched and burst against the sterile floor. 

Blood splattered across the plastic tiles. Teeth skittered against the walls. 

The clinic's staff rushed to help. A din rose as confusion took over. No one knew what 

happened. Some slipped in the blood as they attempted to detain Mori. Others tried to pull them 

away knowing the real assailant was slowly gathering himself from the puddle of blood. The 

man in the corner did not move. 

"Get out of here," Mori shouted to him.  

"What did you say to me?" he growled, visibly shocked that Mori spoke to him. He began 

to tap his wrist. The confused mad din immediately vanished. Each and every member of the 

clinic, including the broken faced worker, were staring directly at Mori, enraged, and pushed 

over the edge. 

Every one of them was ready to kill him. 
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Chapter 6 

The Zhang-Nasir System 

One of the attendants grabbed the scalpel. He lunged at Mori, the blade aimed right for 

his heart. Mori dodge to the side. The attacker missed allowing Mori his chance to counter.  His 

fist smashed across the new attacker’s jaw, breaking it and sending him down to the bloody floor 

in a heap.  

Just as Mori recovered, the rest of the staff attacked all at once. One slammed his fist into 

the back of Mori'a skull. He turned to see another worker throw his fist towards his face. Mori 

blocked, punched his assailant’s throat, spun him around, and threw a knee into his back. Though 

the man was nearly out of the fight, Mori kept him up to be a human shield. 

He rammed the near limp body forward, blocking another assault. One came from the 

right. Mori threw his elbow and hit the clinician in the jaw. Blood and shattered teeth fell to the 

ground. Mori slung the body shield against another attacker. He stomped on a woman's foot, 

snapping her ankle backward and tripping her to the ground. He saw a path down the hall. 

 He raced over the nurse and sped to the end of the corridor. He glanced back; the man in 

the corner gazed back with a look that he could never forget. Its meaning was clear.  

“I'm going to kill you.” 
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Mori did not wait to see if he could. He bolted out of the room. A few nurses scattered 

and screamed as he pushed through them. Mori ignored them as he knew the attacks would 

continue. He raced through the front lobby, through the door, and into the street.  

"Cartwright," he shouted. The call connected. Quick glances showed that the way out had 

been blocked by the ambulances. The only way to escape was through the pleasure district. 

"What do you have?" she wondered. 

Mori hurried for the crowds in front of the drug dens and brothels. He stripped his coat 

and tossed it to the ground. "Robert Teague's dead," he cried, gasping for air as the adrenaline 

surged. Wafting fumes of a drug house's chemicals caught his attention. Dozens of random 

people were huddled inside. He rushed in. 

"What happened to him?" Cartwright blurted. 

Mori checked behind him. No one followed him down the steps. He shoved through a 

group of drugged out men caressing each other. Several steps later, Mori found that he stood in 

the middle of the den. The area was packed with people in various states of malaise or a mouth-

foaming high. Yellow staining neon glows from false fire at the walls colored the place a sickly, 

ugly color. The haze of drugs and the number of people would make it hard for anyone to find 

him. 

"Atsushi!" Cartwright shouted. 

"They said it was wrong medicine," he breathed. "Doesn't fit. Someone was there. 

Someone didn't belong there." 

"What do you mean? Do you think Teague was murdered?" 

"I don't think I'm out of this yet. Get Ryan Yamashita. I need a way out of here." 
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The punch came out of nowhere. It struck against his cheek and sent Mori stumbling into 

a group of naked men and a woman. One of the den's attendants rushed at him. He had the same 

murderous look in his eyes as the others. 

Mori pushed away from the group and readied for another fight. The attendant raised his 

fists to attack. Mori slid on the ground and kicked his leg out from beneath him. The attacker 

caught himself as he fell, but Mori used his own momentum to spin and drive his foot into the 

man's face. His jaw snapped away from the face at a completely wrong angle. It did not matter. 

Leave him.  

Mori made his move to escape, unsure how they found him but certain they were out for 

his blood. He barely made it two steps before another attendant tackled him to the ground. He 

immediately began pummeling Mori's face.  

Mori took four blows before caught one of the punches. He ripped the attacker towards 

him, flexed his chest against his wrist, and broke the arm in half at the elbow. The attendant 

shrieked and crumpled to away, holding what was left of his arm. Mori took his chance and 

scrambled towards the exit.   

"Atsushi?" Cartwright screamed. "Atsushi! What's happening?" 

"I don't know!" He raced up the steps and out of the den. He sprinted to his left. People 

leapt in front of him. He shoved them to the ground. One shouted out him and threw a bottle full 

of alcohol at him. 

"Get into one the stores," Cartwright ordered.  

"They have people everywhere," he gasped.  

"Just get in! Now!" 
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Dozens of attackers were now on him in a dead sprint. Monsters in the dark, their bodies 

were silhouetted against the neon light. They rushed towards him, shouting at him to stop. He 

didn't. He ran as fast as he could, plowing through the crowds, throwing his elbows wildly at 

anyone in his way.  

His lungs burned. His legs ached. Adrenaline surged in full flow. No stopping, he 

thought. Soon, he came to a side entrance to one of the large super stores. The bright lights 

showed the people inside were still calm. Mori pushed in. No one followed through the door. He 

spied a police kiosk near an elevator. The officer in charge noticed him. 

"Are you alright, sir?" he asked. 

"I need to get to the city office!" 

# 

"Fuck you Eric!" Marconi shouted. "You son of a bitch! What the fuck were you 

thinking?" 

Marconi raged next to Teague's car. Thirty seconds of investigating showed no clear 

signs of a break in. No doubt Mori Atsushi had. He had information. Small things, he thought. 

Small things. The man was good. He was skilled. He knew how to get out of the ambush.  

"What's happening?" Ewing gasped. "Marconi? What the hell's happening?" 

"Shit and the fan, fucker! You ask me to clean up the Teagues and I did that. Nice and 

clean and right. Perfect, really. But then someone shows up and decides to royally fuck up my 

day! Can you guess who?" 

"Calm down! I can't understand a damn thing you're saying! What happened?" 

"Atsushi Mori is what the fuck happened! He showed up at the clinic while they were 

cleaning up the place!" 
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"Okay, okay...shit!” Ewing cursed a dozen more times before he spoke again. “What did 

they tell him?" 

"Nothing," he seethed. He kicked Teague’s door in frustration. 

"That's good. That's good. Close, but good." 

"Not good, Eric. The fucker saw me!" 

"What do you mean he saw you?" 

"I mean he smelled my cologne,” Marconi bit. “What the fuck do you think it means? He 

fucking saw me!" 

"That's supposed to be impossible," Eric breathed, almost in a whisper. 

"What's the statistic on ZN populations?" 

"Ninety-eight percent in Japan. Maybe a little less in Korea...and..." 

"Well, dick," Marconi bellowed, "Mori is one of the two percenters. He's off system!" 

"Shit," Eric blubbered. "Shit! Shit, shit, shit!" 

"That's not the worst thing." He peered into the car. The computer had been accessed 

while Robert Teague was dying. "He's piecing things together." 

"How much?"  

"He's looking for Kamiya Natsuki." Marconi waited for a response. No doubt the little 

man was shitting his pants. "Mori got into Teague's computer. He knows where the car's been. 

He knows who Teague called." 

"Marconi," Eric began. His voice was different. It was darker. Colder. "We have to get 

ahead of this." 

"No shit." 
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"Shut up,” he cut. “You need to find Yamamura. Find her and put her down. That's first. 

Then you need to make Mori vanish. Don't get cute. Don't have fun. Kill the bastard and get back 

inside. We're making the move as soon as possible." 

Marconi nodded. "I'm going back to Hasegawa's room." 

"No." 

"We could have missed something. How else does Mori show up knowing what he 

knows?" 

"Stay away from the Galaxy. Find Yamamura. Kill her." 

# 

Police escorted Mori to the local police station after waiting an hour in the kiosk's 

holding room. Aches wracked his body where the attackers landed their blows. His eye was 

swollen. He cheek was cut. Dried blood crusted his face. The iron taste was still in his mouth. 

One of his molars had been knocked out.  

The police station was small but not sparse. Screens hung from every wall, recording 

information from Akihabara and the surrounding towns. The entire building stank. Holding cells 

were within view of the main office. The inmates were mostly half dead addicts brought in just 

in case they went all the way. Clean up was easier in a cell than the street. Mori noticed one 

squatting in a corner. He opened his mouth as if to speak. Vomit poured out but the junkie did 

not react once. Another stroked himself and was close to finishing. Mori used to hate seeing 

people like that. People caught in the worst aspects of Tokyo, losing all sense of their own lives, 

preferring existence at the brink.   

"Mori!" The voice was familiar and was both welcoming and terrible at the same time. 
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"Ryan." He turned in time to see his old partner hurry through a group of officers. Each 

of them stared dumbly at him. It didn't seem to register that he had just been beaten. 

Ryan Yamashita had not changed much since Mori last saw him. Still cut from granite, 

with fine hair and a slight foreign look to his eyes. He wondered if Yamashita was still the 

opportunistic shit that he had been all those years ago.  

Yamashita took him by the arm to guide him away from the other officers. "The hell 

happened to you?" 

Mori cleared his throat. "Got a private place to talk?"  

He glanced around the office. "The back. Come on." Mori followed towards a thin hall 

on the far side of the holding cells. The man inside let out a grunt to let everyone know he was 

finished. 

"The hell is happening to the world?" Yamashita whispered.  

They came to a lounge that was not much bigger than a closet. It was dim, the only light 

coming from dying bulb casting bronze against the dark. Three seats were pressed against the 

walls. The old upholstery was rotted with tufts of synthetic cotton sticking out. A small table rest 

between them. Coffee stains, sticky alcohol, and caked on rice from sushi were plastered to it. 

The telltale chemical stench let on that at least some of the local officers were into the drugs they 

took off the streets. 

"What happened?" Yamashita asked. He pulled a can of coffee from his coat and offered 

it to Mori. 

"A lot," he replied as he took the coffee. It hissed as he cracked it open. "Something very 

bad is happening." 

Yamashita leaned forward, resting his chin on his fist. "Tell me what you have." 
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"I went to see Robert Teague," Mori explained. "He was at the Yamagata clinic in 

Akiba." 

"Why was he there?" 

"Zhang's Disease." 

"Fucking ZN," Yamashita cursed. "It's caused more damage than it's fixed." 

"Teague's dead," Mori continued. “Just a few minutes after I arrived.”  

"Not the cancer, right?" Yamashita guess with a disgusted sigh. 

"Right,” he agreed with a nod. “They said it was a wrong medicine. Don't believe it." 

"Who did that to you?" Yamashita said pointing to the cuts on Mori’s face. 

"There was a group of them. A team, maybe, but doesn't feel right. But there were a lot. 

The whole damned clinic went at me." 

"That’s not normal even for Tokyo,” he muttered. “I can’t imagine an entire clinic in on 

gang activity.” 

"Yeah,” Mori dismissed as he sipped the coffee. The cold liquid stung one of his broken 

teeth. “But they did. And others, too. Had to have been a few dozen. In a drug den, in the street, 

the whole area was after me.” 

"People in the clinics, in the dens?” Yamashita repeated as he likely considered the 

angles. “None of that makes much sense. Why would they have people there?" 

"Exactly." 

"Okay, okay, okay," Yamashita breathed. He was worried. It was good that he was. "It's 

all connected." 

"Too strange not to be," Mori replied. "Kamiya leads to Teague. Teague leads to the car. 

The car to the clinic. Robert Teague dies suddenly. Too much to be coincidence." 
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"Go on," Yamashita urged. 

"Calls were made from the car. Most of them to Helen Teague. Most of the others were to 

Oliver Jackson." 

"Robert Teague was a translator for them. Japanese to English, English to Japanese. Easy 

job while his wife worked for the money." 

"Hasegawa Sota used Jackson's feed the most," Mori revealed. 

Yamashita nodded while scraping at his mustache. "That's something. Hasegawa Sota 

might just be connected to the Teagues. Hell, let’s just go with ‘he is connected’ for now." 

"Sota connects to the Teagues, all three dead in a week." 

"Do you think that Hasegawa had something on them? Maybe they were into body trades. 

That’s big business all over the region. Plus, we’ve had whistleblowers come out before." 

"Would explain what happened to Kamiya,” Mori agreed. “But I doubt it. Helen Teague 

asked for me on the Kamiya search. Why do you think she chose me?"  

"Hasegawa. Is he the kind of guy who would give you up?" 

"No." 

Yamashita tapped his chin. "Helen Teague. We should focus on her for a moment." 

"Sure," Mori nodded. 

"I checked her," Yamashita began quietly. "She's a scientist at one of Yamagata's 

pharmaceutical branches. One of the quieter ones. Experimental medicines." 

"And?" 

"Came to Japan seven years ago. Husband had bad reactions to the ZN Systems. Lived 

quietly for most of her time here." 

"Did you get any names of friends or coworkers in the city?" 
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"A few. Ami Camden. Doi Kenji. Eskandar Khansari. Eric Ewing. Tim..." 

"I saw that name in the car,” Mori interrupted. “Eric Ewing." 

"He's the lead researcher at her lab. Any others?" 

"No. Just his." Mori leaned forward. "I think you should send someone to talk to him. 

Press him enough for a reaction." 

"Where do you want to lay low?" 

"I need to go to Sota’s apartment." 

"You want to go to the Galaxy?" Yamashita shook his head. "We've cleaned out the 

room." 

Mori shook his head as he risked another sip of coffee. "Maybe. Sota was careful. I am 

sure the locals missed something in that room." 

"We found a computer disguised as a sheet of paper," Yamashita revealed, his voice 

strained as if he were risking his career. 

"Sounds like him. I want to look again. Alone. Get me in." 

 

# 

"Care to explain why half my staff is on their way to another hospital for treatment?" 

Eric Ewing stared at the screen, its dull glow the only light in the room. Ueno Gorobei's 

face, young, ugly, cutthroat, glared at him. Ewing hated the man. He was old money and that 

meant he had no real sense of his own. He had gotten by on corporations that were too big to fail, 

old accounts that were too fat for his own good, and a reputation he did not deserve. His family 

bought him the best American education. The bastard was too dumb to use it. 

"There was a problem," Ewing admitted. "Marconi's handling it." 
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"I have a clinic that's going to be down for at least a week. Twenty people have no idea 

what happened to them. Your guy can't come up with a memory like 'bad guy breaks in and busts 

up the place?' I mean, for shit's sake they're next to red light district. Drugs everywhere." 

"If you had been able to get him the clearance we needed, we wouldn't have to worry 

about it. The more he dips in, the greater the chance someone will notice. He has to be selective." 

"It's my fault?" Ueno blurted, shocked. Ewing didn't care. 

"We're moving faster now. The move needs happen by the end of the week. Do I still 

have access to the TMCP?" 

"You can keep pulling from it at the normal rate," Ueno nodded. 

"Increase it." 

"Fuck off," Ueno snapped, rising in his chair as if he had all the power in the world. 

"I need the processing," Ewing stressed. 

"I need the results,” Ueno chirped as he tapped his desk. “I need to see and hold what it is 

you're making, Ewing." 

Ewing gritted his teeth, resisting the urge to let the little bastard have it. "Give it a year." 

"Then you get three months on the Taipei Massive,” he threatened. “More when I see 

results." 

"God dammit! I've got the first generation. They're done."  

"So, I can see them?" 

"After the move."  

"Why not before?" 

"Because it's getting dangerous. I don't want to have to give you the tour when I should 

be focusing on smoothing out the move." 
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"Fine,” Ueno relented. “When you get to Taipei, I want to see the product." 

Product, Ewing thought. Everything they'd made was more than that. "Fine. When we're 

safe, you can take a look." 

"Good." Ueno reached for the screen. "Fix your messes, Ewing." The call ended. 

Ewing sat in the dark. He could hear the faint ticks of the monitors as they counted the 

heartbeats. He was close to the end. Tokyo was almost that horrible memory which he could 

ignore. They had everything they needed. The move was the last piece.  

Marconi would have to get to Yamamura for everything to be safe. If the Prefectural 

Services found her, she would speak and then the entire enterprise would crumble. All involved 

would be vanish in the Japanese prisons, likely hung for their crimes.  

Ewing tapped his screen again and accessed Marconi's private server. He dictated a 

message to the machine. 

"Full clean. No associates left alive. Everyone gone. At your discretion." 
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Chapter 7 

TMCP 

It was late into the night. Most city services ceased their operations an hour before. 

Trains stopped running. Lights in most districts were dimming. Only the occasional drug den or 

under city rave was visible from the highway as the Service car taxied him to Tokyo Galaxy. The 

night brought the rains. With the rains came the rank industrial stench. 

Mori saw the empty city. So many people there and yet there was no evidence they 

existed. Hasegawa Sota. Helen and Robert Teague. All of them dead. Eighteen officers. Dead. 

Kamiya Natsuki was still missing. A conspiracy connected them all and Mori knew that the 

worst was yet to come. 

All of those people were dead. No one knew. No one cared. The under-city people 

danced their lives away. The addicts kept the patches to their skin and surrendered their sanity. 

That was the new truth Mori had found. Tokyo life was the empty life. It was a non-life, a void 

life that was so unbearable that death was not actually ignored. It was envied.  

Naomi and Ryan used to talk about changing the city to make it a place that celebrated 

life. Mori never really bought into that. It was Tokyo. The city was too big to change. It had to 

do it all on its own. The only thing they could do was hold out until it did. 
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It was more than he could bear.  

"So, you're the guy?" the city officer asked, his Japanese just barely passable. 

Mori raised his palm to show clearance. "Take me to Hasegawa Sota's apartment." He 

followed the officer, making sure to stay a number of steps back in case the man lost his head 

like the others. Mori clutched a firearm in his new coat's pocket. Yamashita gave to him just 

before he left. Mori wasn't supposed to have a gun. Given the circumstances, certain rules needed 

to be broken. 

They moved through a number security gates as they progressed. Tokyo Galaxy was the 

newest city. It was too big for his tastes. All of the residential sectors looked the same from story 

to story. Open plazas were fake parks. Halls were white with advertisements for Yamagata 

products. Many were reminders to keep their ZN System up to date.  

Mori hated the System. They were invasive machines, hoisted onto the populations under 

the guise of keeping them well. No telling what they could do with those little things in people's 

bodies. No telling what else they added into the cocktail of nanomachines. 

The city officer took Mori to a service elevator which was quicker than the usual route. 

Mori kept to the side, his finger resting on the trigger guard. The local man seemed normal 

enough. Then again, he thought, so did the people in Akihabara. They came to another white 

hall. At the end he noticed glowing barriers to keep the locals away. 

"How long do you need me to be here?" the officer wondered. 

"Thirty minutes," Mori answered. "Stay here." 

"Hey," the officer called. "You'll need this." He tossed a small glass-key to Mori.  
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Mori took it and then moved straight to the apartment. The hall was oddly silent. Only his 

footsteps made any sound. No neighbors were around. Doors were red locked meaning some had 

moved away.  

After arriving at the apartment door, Mori pressed the key to the receiver and the lock 

clicked open. He stepped in and the lights flickered on. Hasegawa's room was bigger than he 

thought it would be. It was as clean as he thought, though. Pristine white walls and carpet. A 

strong odor of cleaner permeated the air. Nearly everything was gone, cleaned out by Naomi’s 

group.  

"Sota," he whispered to the walls. "You were careful. Very, very careful. There's 

something else in here. Isn't there?" 

Mori checked the desk attached to the wall. It was thin and made of new synthetic 

material. Mori knocked against it; it didn't feel hollow. He slid his hand against it. Nothing 

shifted. He checked under the bolts and the adhesives. Nothing.  

He then moved to the empty closet. He pressed his hands against the walls, searched for 

lumps in the flooring, anything that might have been overlooked. It was all well-made and 

smooth.  

Not ready to give up, Mori stepped into the middle of the room. The cleanser's stench 

remained heavy in the air. He noticed that the walls were perfectly clean. He could see his 

reflection in them. The carpeting felt new under his feet.  

"Sota was clean," Mori realized. “Extremely clean.”  He noticed small stain behind on the 

wall. It was only a slight discoloration in the material. "You wouldn't miss a spot, would you?"  
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Mori kneeled under the desk. He ran his fingers along the stain until he felt a lump near 

the bottom. He immediately pressed it and a moment later a click sounded in the wall behind 

him. Looking back, Mori spied a slot in the wall was open near the door. A white sheet appeared.  

"You just didn't want to forget." 

Mori carefully removed the sheet from the slot. It was heavy in his hand, bending like 

normal paper before forming back to a harder slab. It was covered by fibers that felt like real 

paper. A black kill switch lingered at the bottom. Two words were written at the top. Black 

Heart. Mori then inspected the sheet to find how to access it. No lumps. No nodes. Nothing was 

apparent outside of the kill switch.  

"Did you leave a key somewhere?" 

The sheet buzzed. The fibers pulled into the material, revealing an old-style liquid screen. 

Lines of meaningless codes streamed across, displaying Sota’s flair for the dramatic. 

Mori hurried to the door, closed it and pressed the key to the lock. A click let him know it 

was shut firm. The lights dimmed until they were gone. 

Hasegawa's voice spoke from the screen, offering his typical “Hey there!” greeting. He 

then appeared, sitting cross legged and nestled against the corner just to Mori’s right. His 

younger face seemed stressed, hopeful, and a little inebriated. 

"Yeah. This is bad. One of three people should be getting this. Ollie, Helen, or Atsushi. If 

you're not one of them, this paper's going to blow up killing you in three, two, one, oh holy shit!" 

Mori didn't flinch.  

"If you're still here, then you're one of the only three good guys left in the city. I was the 

first. But...yeah. I'm dead. So... that sucks, but I knew this was a dangerous game when I first got 

into it. Gotta run with it. Feel it. Live it large and revel in it." 
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"Always talked too much," Mori grimaced. It was hard to see him again. Sota was one of 

the few people in Tokyo who could ever make him laugh. He never appreciated it when he 

should have. 

"This is it. Ollie, if this is you, go through everything in here. It's half of what you need to 

know about what the Yamagata have been up to. Helen, if this is you, then get to my guy in 

Seoul and don't look back. Make sure you get this to the Centre and find a place to hide for a few 

years.  

"Atsushi, if this is you then...you probably don't have clue what's really going down. Let 

me fill you in." 

  

# 

Mori pressed the part of the screen that his name on it. The screen registered his 

information. It flickered and shifted to a new video of Hasegawa. He was sitting in the opposite 

corner of his room. A reflection, barely visible in the wall behind him, showed that he was 

reading from his computer. 

"So, Atsushi," he began. "Atsushi, best of the best, more than the rest. I'm sorry for 

making you a part of this. It wasn't supposed to get this far and if it did, man...I'm sorry. 

"So, let's start where we put you. Kamiya Natsuki. No... shit, sorry. Let's go a bit further 

back. So, about a year ago I was approached by a woman named Helen Teague. She comes to me 

through all the right channels with information on some of Ueno Gorobei's less than legal 

activities. In case you don't know, or you've gone a little brain soft with all the time in the Under 

City, he's the prick that runs the Bara, the Yamagata. 
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"So... yeah...Ueno's into some nasty shit. And I mean it. I'm saying the fucker's into body 

markets. Not just the sex trade, no. That's something I can process. No. This bastard's into things 

like kidnapping people and selling their genetic codes on the black market. He's literally melting 

people down, Atsushi. 

"It's Tokyo so no one notices. But Helen had lists of names she kept of the people she 

saw go into their clinics but never leave. Hundreds of people. Hundreds. Let that sink in for a bit. 

She thinks there could be more. 

"One of these people was named Yamamura Ayame. I haven't seen her myself... her 

data's been scrubbed from the banks. But she's from Toyama. Yeah, you see where I'm going 

with this. 

"Not only was she Kamiya Natsuki's best friend, she was her secret wife. Apparently, 

mommy and daddy Kamiya are real pieces of work. Forced a temp sterilization procedure on 

Natsuki that went south. Became permanent. Yeah, she wanted nothing to do with them. Got into 

a lot of drugs...tried to kill herself...Ayame got her out. Cleaned her up. Saved her life. 

"Yamamura was one of nine picked up in a Toyama sweep. The fuckers call them sweeps 

when they take more than one in a night. Not sure why they settled on her, but she got picked up. 

Helen found her name listed on a missing persons network in West Tokyo. She contacted 

Kamiya Natsuki and brought her here to help. 

"This is why I'm making this video.  Two weeks ago, Helen made a play for Yamamura 

and it went to shit. Someone found out. Kamiya was taken, I don't know what happened to her. 

We've been scrambling to get this together. Don't know if it will work. 

"But we're trying to get this out because it might be a lot of people's last chance. Little 

things, man. Little things get you. 
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"So, I made a plan to get your attention. I know you. I trust you. You're good at finding 

people. We wanted you to go to Akabane to see the car. If you got this, then you either did or 

you're really fucking lucky. I mean, like let me hump your leg for luck lucky. I hoped you would 

dig around. I'm glad you talked to Robert, because he was all in on this. I just hope he's okay. 

"Anyway, the point. This file's full of information on Yamagata, their body trade, their 

little bitch running it, a real piece of shite called Eric Ewing. We're running things in codes. Most 

of the file names are going to be junky code until you decipher it. The cipher is on my hand 

screen, so shouldn't be too far.  

"Get this out. Get it to Ollie or to my guy in Seoul. His name is Caleb. He's with the 

Centre. They handle stuff like this. 

"And another thing. They've got a real mean guy working their security. Marconi. Real 

piece of work. Absolute psychopath. He's got tools I've never heard of before. If you bump into 

him, run. 

"Alrighty then...I guess this is my last will and testament. I, Sota Hasegawa being of 

sound body and of absolutely squirrel shit nutty mind, am asking you, Atsushi Mori, to royally 

fuck Ueno Gorobei right up his old-money rich ass. Make the Bara bleed a bit for everything 

they've done to this country. Make them pay for three thousand they killed in a false flag fuck 

up. Make them pay for Zhang's Disease, which didn't you know? They did that by cutting all the 

wrong corners.  

"Atsushi...this is it. This needs to happen. Let everyone know how they've fucked up the 

world." 

# 
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Mori tucked the file into his coat. The situation was finally making sense. Kamiya 

Natsuki was their way of getting his attention. Hasegawa's reasons for choosing him were more 

than just trust. Sota had a knack for flattery. Hasegawa chose him because he did not trust the 

police. It was not a bad idea. 

The truth stung him. He held out some hope that he might be able to find Kamiya 

somewhere in the city. If Ueno Gorobei was involved with the body trade, if that many people 

had been taken, it meant that Kamiya was likely dead or sold into the sex markets. Body traders 

did not keep evidence. They took what they wanted and sold the rest to whoever was buying.  

Questions remained. They were very prepared. Sota knew he was in danger. How could 

he have been caught out in the middle of a rave knowing the Yamagata were after him? That did 

not fit. Something was missing. A clue, an angle, something important that he needed to know. 

Mori pulled the glass-key out. He paused just as he unlocked the door. He had a new 

name to investigate. Yamamura Ayame.  

"Cartwright," he spoke. A click and the call connected.  

"I'm still here," she replied. "How are you? Where are you at?" 

"I'm in the Galaxy. Ryan Yamashita's helping me. I have new information about Kamiya 

and everything that's happening." 

"Jackpot?" she wondered, cautiously. 

"Something like that." 

"What do you need?" 

"Yamamura Ayame. Kamiya's wife. Taken from Toyama weeks ago. Find anything you 

can. Dig deep. The people that took her burned her out of the systems." 

"No one's ever fully scrubbed. I'm sure I can find something they missed." 
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"Send it to me when you're done. I'm going back to Yamashita." 

"Atsushi," Cartwright said. She sounded upset. She almost never let much of emotion 

show during a job. She was too professional for that. 

"What?" he whispered, pausing, bracing for more bad news. 

"It's getting rough out there. I think you should just hand off whatever it is you found to 

Ryan and get the hell out of this." 

"I want to," he admitted. "Feels wrong to." 

"It's not wrong. We can't fix the whole world, Atsushi. This is a bigger thing than us. 

Don't try to do more than what we can." 

"We can't fix everything. But we can find a few people and bring them home. I am sure 

there are people still in there. This is what we do." 

“If you're heading back out, I'll stay on with you. Send me what you need. I'll point you 

in the right direction." 

"Thank you." 

The call ended. Mori pushed through the door and thought about what she said. It was 

dangerous. It was too big. It was everything wrong with Tokyo distilled into a single, ugly, 

nightmare.  

Mori was fed up with rolling over for the damned city. He was tired of seeing the lights 

dim. He didn't want to hide inside when the rains came down. He wanted his time back.  

"Right up the ass," he promised Hasegawa. He smirked. "Doesn't sound right when I say 

it." 

# 
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Yamashita sat next to Mori as the Service vehicle sped towards the Prefectural Offices. 

The roads were empty and lit by old lamps with harsh, copper lights. The rain kept pouring; the 

droning impacts of the drops against the roof and windshield created a constant static behind the 

hum of the engine. 

Mori held the paper in his hand. "This was hidden in the room." 

"Say it again," Yamashita laughed.  

"I was right," Mori toned. 

"Been a long time since you've said it, right?" 

"To you. But I'm usually right." 

"Usually." 

Yamashita cradled the paper in his hands. He traced his fingers across the fibers and 

nodded. "This is a computer." 

"With data about an illegal body trade based in Tokyo," Mori replied. "Just judging by 

how Sota talked about it, it's everywhere. Meaning they can operate without attracting too much 

attention." 

"It's not hard to imagine how they could get away with it," Yamashita sighed. "People 

just think the missing get lost under the city. There's an opportunity here." 

Mori glanced at his old partner. He had that look in his eye, that look which said his 

future was looking up. Mori had seen it before. It was never a good sign. "Show the people how 

bad it really is?" 

Yamashita nodded absentmindedly. "Show them that there is something worse. That 

everything we've let happen has a price and this is it. That we should be fighting to get the city 

back. This could be that first step." 
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"Nice speech," Mori jabbed.  

"I practiced it for years. I've been waiting for something like this to come around." 

Mori glanced at him. "What do you mean?" 

"All the problems we tried to break...too many problems...but now they're all in one 

place. We break this? We can show the city. We can wake them up." 

"You're hopeful." 

"Don't you want that?" Yamashita snapped. "Shit! This is our chance to finish what we 

started. The reason we got into the Service was to fix Tokyo. This can do that!" 

"I want to get to Yamagata," Mori admitted through a drawn-out exhale. "I want to find 

the missing people. I'm not going to think that getting Ueno will stop the worse things from 

happening. I do know that getting to him would stop a lot of suffering. A lot of dead 

friends...they wouldn't just be a part of all the other forgotten." 

"Maybe it's a start," Yamashita nodded. "We're going to have to be very careful as we 

move forward." 

"Yeah." Mori took the page back. "How many in your office are trustworthy?" 

"I've got a good team. Nineteen people who think like I do." 

"Use them. Only them." 

"Right. Could I bring you in and make it an even twenty?" 

The car shifted to the right as it hit the ramp to the next level. They were now in the 

upper portion of the city. Towers rose on either side of the highway, their glass faces bronze in 

the street's dull light. There was no end to them. They were the endless worlds in Tokyo. So 

many years trying to make them right, Mori thought. So many years lost in their walls. 
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"No. When things get into motion, we'll need to move fast and get any information we 

can. While you and your team pressure Ueno, I'll be looking for their processing site. I have a 

feeling that’s where he keeps the people he’s taken." 

"On your own?" Yamashita was worried. He leaned close. "Atsushi, they've got people 

all over the place. Bring us along." 

"I wasn't ready. I know what I'm up against now. They won't get me." 

"Okay,” Yamashita relented. “If you need anything, contact Prefectural immediately." 

"I will," he promised with a slight nod. 

Cartwright connected to Mori's computer. "Atsushi." 

"Did you find something on Yamamura?" 

Yamashita leaned close. "Yamamura? Who is that?" 

"The reason Kamiya Natsuki came to Tokyo." He leaned away. "What do you have?" 

"There isn't much left in Toyama. Whoever cleaned her data was thorough. But they did 

miss a few things. Yamamura wasn't originally from Toyama. She was born in Akita and moved 

down four years ago. She was a real slick one. Falsified birth receipts, altered affiliation, even 

faked her grades from school. Worked with a finder in there, Saito Kosuke. That's how she found 

Kamiya." 

"She made a life for herself," Mori whispered. "She was very smart." 

"Extremely smart,” Cartwright explained. “Had a knack with machines." 

"Anything else?" 

"I have a face. It's from two years ago, but I'm running it through the feeds just in case. 

There's a chance we might get a look at who took her. I'm also looking more locally in case they 

got sloppy." 
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"Let me know what you find when you find it," he said, excited to be on the cusp of 

another lead. 

"I will." 

As he cut the call, he turned to Yamashita. "Still putting this together." 

"Me too. We'll take this paper to Sofia. She'll get into it. Once we have the information, 

we'll take it straight to Regional and set up the bust." 

"Don't you have Sota's screen?" Mori raised his hand to show what he meant. 

"Taken from his body. We tried a search for it. Nothing came up." 

"Right." 

"Sofia can get into it. Trust me." 

# 

"Mr. Ewing," Marcus Tsao said. "How are things in Tokyo?" 

Ewing took in a deep breath, hoping that his frustrations and anxiety would not be tip off 

that the operation was in seriously deep shit. Tsao was a good man and one of the few who didn't 

annoy him. He was pure business. His business was good. One of the best in Taipei. He wanted 

to play nice with him. He wanted to play safe with him. 

"Some hiccups," he exhaled. "Nothing we can't handle." 

"Glad to hear it,” Tsao hummed. “What do you need at three in the morning?" 

"I thought you might be up," Ewing laughed. 

"Usually. What do you need?" 

"Just checking on the facility. We'll be moving there ahead of schedule." 

"How close are you?" 
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"Two days out,” he replied, tapping his fingers against his heart. “Can you have it ready 

for us in time?" 

"It's already prepped," Tsao assured him. "I can get my teams in place to set up with 

yours. I'll have to buy a few of them from their other contracts, but..." 

"No problem,” Ewing assured. “I'll have whatever you need. Just let me know before we 

lock down." 

"Right. Two days. Same time?" 

"Same time." Ewing paused for a moment. The next question was the delicate one. Tsao 

was always hesitant to discuss it, but it was the lynchpin. Without it, nothing could work. 

"Anything else?" Tsao asked. He seemed to know what Ewing was going to say. 

"TMCP," Ewing replied. Taipei Massive Computing Platform. "Is the facility connected? 

Fully operational?" 

"Connected. Not online. Best not to do that until you can loop the data feeds. If there's 

trouble, it could shut the whole thing down, or worse, drown the entire platform." 

"How long will it take to be online when we arrive?" 

"At most three hours." 

"Three's good. That's good." 

"Just a question," Tsao began, "but is Gorobei going to keep delivering on this?" 

"I'll make sure he does," he said, just harsh enough to get the point across. 

"How?" 

"He likes results. Money. Product. I'll get him what he wants. If all else fails, Marconi 

can be persuasive." 

"Good point. Is that all you need?" 
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"Make sure the coolers are ready before we arrive. The carriers will only have twenty-

four hours before they need to deposit. Getting out of Japan will take a good portion of that." 

"Got it. We'll be ready." 

"Good. Thanks for your time." 

Ewing ended the call with a flick against the screen. He sat in the darkness and gripped 

his neck. The stress was getting to him. Atsushi Mori was supposed to be good for nothing 

finder. All checks into Hasegawa’s connections showed that he was has been that never cut it at 

Prefectural. A nuisance more than a problem. Now he was a big problem. He could take 

everything to the Service and then Ewing wouldn't be able stop the whole project from crashing 

down. Ueno wouldn't be able to pay his way out of it. Marconi wouldn't be able to mess with so 

many minds. Nothing would stop them. 

He looked at his computer. His message to Marconi had not been accessed. None of the 

messages had been accessed.  

Ewing's best security measure was missing at precisely the wrong moment. 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      92 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 

Old City Shinjuku 

Zhou slept. 

She was more beautiful like that. Her eyes were shut. Her naked body, motionless. A 

perfect image. Sweet. Kind. Beautiful. In between breaths she appeared dead. The feeling was 

very familiar, a kind of excitement that came about after he'd done what he was made to do. But 

he didn't do it to her. It was different.  

She was different. 

Her back would rise and fall in a slow rhythm. She was alive. He preferred her like that. 

Let her be alive, he thought. Keep breathing. Marconi had been watching her sleep for two hours. 

He sat cross legged on the bed near her and witnessed her. It was comforting. He didn't know 

why. 

Much of what he thought he knew no longer made sense. The old world was changed, or 

maybe it was ending. A real and immediate threat was always close, ready to fall on him and 

take his body. He didn't want that. He wanted to keep it. This was a good place. It was a good 

life.  

Zhou was close. She slept.  
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Marconi wondered how many people he killed had a moment like this. How many woke 

up in the morning next to someone like her and just looked. Did they feel the same kind of 

comfort? He wondered if, when they died, did they realize they had lost it? 

It felt good to kill. There was the rush to it. The feeling of power, of control, of knowing 

something that no one else could ever possibly understand. It was in him. It was the biggest part 

of him. The urge to put a hole in Zhou's neck was real. He'd taken what he wanted from her. She 

saw him. That meant she was supposed to die. 

He took exactly what he wanted, yet he wanted more. The urge was real. The desire to 

keep her alive was stronger. Desire. It was a strange feeling. Not a desire to kill or to consume, 

but a desire to know and to connect.  

He reached out to her. His hand touched on her shoulder. Her skin was warm. As he 

traced her form to her back, he smiled. She was smooth, soft. He paused as he felt her breathe in. 

Her back rose against his palm in electrifying proof that Zhou was real. She was more. She was 

there.  

His hand continued down to her waist. He could feel the bone. A hint that she was made 

like his own body. A shared structure.  

He continued to her buttocks and caressed it. Softer, cooler to the touch. He kneaded it 

with his fingertips, unsure as to why it was pleasurable. It was. His fingers traced the creases and 

ran gently through the center. Her hips rose to meet his touch. 

“Good morning," she whispered sweetly to him. The touch must have woken her. 

"Good morning," he repeated, hoping it sounded as if he were genuine. It was what 

people said. It was the right thing to say. Zhou smiled that sweet, unsure, unsuspecting smile. 
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What a wonderful thing to see. It wasn't the same smile as the night before. It was weaker, softer, 

without strength and completely beautiful. 

"You're dressed." She moved her head against her pillow. Her eyes, though tinged with 

sadness, contained a little hope. Marconi’s fingers wandered towards her shoulders. 

"I have to leave soon," he explained, hit with a new sadness. 

"I see." She rose and sat in front of him, covering her naked breasts, guarding herself 

from inevitable bad news. 

Marconi's hand slipped to her jaw. "You don't want me to go?" 

"No,” she whispered as she gathered a sheet to cover herself. “Can you stay with me 

today?" 

"I can't. I have to go." 

Zhou looked away. "Can I call you?" 

"No," he answered. Zhou nodded and moved away. She must have thought it was over. 

Marconi did not want it to end. This was a new comfort. Exposure in the right way felt so much 

safer than what he endured in the clinic. "I will come back," he offered. "Tonight. If you want." 

"Really?" Zhou's face changed, finding the warmth that she had the previous night. Her 

eyes were hopeful. Things Marconi used to toy with before a kill. 

"Twenty-one,” he whispered. “No one minute later." 

 

# 

"It will take some time to get into this," Sofia announced. "Hasegawa coded a lot of 

different paths. I have to unlock each of them carefully. If I don't, the entire file will burn." 
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Mori stood next to Yamashita as they watched a screen. Sofia's work was displayed on it 

in simplified explanations. Lines of coded data were slowly replaced by legible sentences and 

patchwork images. She already discovered that there were three headings marked for special 

attention out of over two hundred.  

Each heading had names such as Kyoto, Aichi, Tochigi. Tokyo was highlighted. Inside 

there were four subheadings listed as Club, Heart, Spade, Diamond. Heart was highlighted. 

Inside were hundreds of other coded words, each containing packs of data. The names listed 

included Red, Green, Yellow, Black. Black was highlighted.  

Mori looked through window into the sterile containment room. Sofia's housings were 

there. The entire existed in a state counter to the rest of Tokyo. It was clean. The floors were 

new. Walls had color and designs depicting clouds atop seascapes painted in oils.  

"I had the time," Sofia admitted. "You'd be surprised at the hobbies you can find if you 

have twenty-three hours free time." 

"Not bad for an AI," Mori smirked. 

"AI? Take that back," she teased. "Nothing artificial about me." 

An officer stepped close from the rear of the room. Mori peered at him. He was not local. 

He was a Centre contractor. Tall, broad shouldered, and healthy, Mori overhead Sofia call him 

Nathaniel as they entered the chamber. 

"Don't take offense," he said. "It's hard to understand." 

"I'm easy to get," Sofia toned, her artificial voice faking a sigh. "I might not be like the 

rest, but I'm definitely not artificial." 

"I'm sorry," Mori nodded to the steel column. "I'll be more careful next time." 

"Sofia," Yamashita spoke. "Bring up the subheading 'Black,' from the 'Tokyo' file." 
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"On it," she chimed. 

"What time is it?" Mori asked. 

Nathaniel answered without checking. "Seven twelve." 

Cartwright had been at her search for four hours. Mori hoped she would find something 

soon. Ueno probably knew they were on to him. He would make a move soon. He would either 

try to get out of Japan or press whatever contacts he had in the government for cover. Mori did 

not want to give the bastard a chance. 

"Here's your file," Sofia sang out. Lines streamed across the screen. An image appeared 

depicting a middle-aged foreigner. Blonde hair cut close to the scalp. Harsh brown eyes sank into 

a sallow, granite-rigid face. A long nose that bent deep, wisp lips that cut down at the corners, 

and a brown mark that stained his right jaw showed that the man had seen his fair share of 

troubles.  

"Eric Ewing," Yamashita read. "Dr. Ewing. Forty years old. From New York. 

Administrator at Research Station Four in Oimachi. Station Four specializes in boutique gene 

therapies. Outspoken critic of ZN Systems." 

"Trying to find a way to get rid of them?" Mori thought aloud. 

"Seems that way," Yamashita nodded. More information appeared. It was Hasegawa's 

data. "Station Four is a front. It is one of twenty sites in the city for processing bodies." 

"They're taking blood, tissue, whatever they can find to create sellable material," 

Nathaniel surmised. "Most of the trade is out of America and Central Asia. We never knew there 

was another market open in Japan." 

"Now we know," Yamashita nodded. "They take people to Station Four. Process them. 

And then..." 
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"Then they get dumped," Mori grimaced.  

More lines appeared. Everyone in the room went silent. There was a hitch in the stream 

of data. Even Sofia seemed surprised. 

Mori read the word. "Furnace." 

"Each subject is killed and burned," Yamashita realized. 

"This is very nasty man," Nathaniel said.  

"Yes, he is." Yamashita stepped away to contact his team.  

Mori gazed at the screen. More images appeared. Twisted bodies, skeletal, pale, stripped 

of clothes and hair, appeared in haphazard photos. Their eyes were open. They did not have the 

same limp and glassy stare as a corpse. A robotic lift carried one in its grip towards a black wall 

marked with heat warnings. He was reaching for something. His mouth was curved as if he was 

speaking. No, he wasn't speaking. He was crying out.  

"They're still alive when he burns them," Mori concluded. "Use them and get rid of 

everything else." 

Ewing was running a bulk operation. It likely meant there were more victims than 

Hasegawa or Teague realized. 

The room was silent. Yamashita pulled away from his call, mouth agape. Nathaniel stared 

at the images while the hum of new data streamed in.  

"How does this happen?" Yamashita gasped. He stepped to the middle, eye glancing at a 

camera in the corner. The speech was incoming. "This is why we are here. This is why we, at 

Prefectural, must be vigilant at all times. We will root out this problem and we will make our city 

right again." 
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"It's Tokyo," Mori spat. "No one cares." Yamashita stepped close, eyes angry and fierce. 

Mori knew the old fight was about to happen. 

"For fuck's sake, this isn't us! This is something else, from the outside. Don't try to pass 

this onto Tokyo." 

"You're from the outside too," Mori spat. 

"Bastard! I'm as Japanese as you are! No. You know what? I'm actually working for this! 

I'm actually trying for my home. I think I'm a part of this country. You just want to fucking hide. 

God dammit, I thought you would change." 

"How many times have you been down there?" Mori barked loud enough to send 

Yamashita back. "How many times have you thought about anything without first thinking how 

you could keep all the credit for yourself?" Yamashita looked away for only a moment. His 

shame was as apparent then as it was years ago. That was it, that was all Mori needed to see. The 

man was still all about the next pay grade. All the talk about the people and the city?  

“I think we should stay on task,” Sofia urged. 

"Yeah," Mori said. He shook his head. "Still have your head up Prefectural's ass. I don't 

care if you're from Japan, China, Russia, doesn't matter. You spend every day up here. You don't 

know what goes on in the real city under the places like the Galaxy. People die there. You want 

the 'undesirables' to go so no one sees them. Don't act surprised now. This isn't anything new. 

People die in worse ways every day." 

"Worse than that?" Nathaniel wondered. 

"I step over them every time I'm down there." 

Yamashita retreated to the safety of his officers. "Maybe you should try to help." 
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"I do," Mori nodded. "More than you. And I know the people who go down can come 

back up. Usually it’s too late. One day you'll remember to look. But that's right, isn't it? You 

won't like what you see. So just ignore it like you've always done, Captain Yamashita. You talk 

about saving the city?" 

"Shut the hell up," Yamashita growled. 

"You talk a lot. You don't do much. You still take the closes? You still get all the credit? 

How many have you pulled off the ladder on your way up? Keep it up and you'll have a big 

career in Prefectural." 

"I really don't need this level of bullshit right now," Yamashita spat. 

"Get your hands dirty, Ryan, and maybe you'll see the world for what it really is." 

"Door's closed, Mori," he shouted. "Thank you for your help in this investigation. You'll 

be compensated. An officer will escort you from these facilities." 

Mori stood, adjusted his coat, and smirked at his old friend. "Did I hit a nerve, Captain?" 

 

# 

Mori waited in front of the Prefectural Service. The taxi terminal there was never busy. 

No one was in a rush to spend time with the police. Mori was glad to be out of there. Yamashita 

was still a prick. He hoped that he might have been busted down by all the work, made real by 

the Tokyo grind. It did not happen. 

Yamashita was still the ambitious screw up that he always was. The only reason why he 

acted that way was to posture for the old bastards running the Service.  

"Must be close to review," he breathed.  
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He glanced at the Service building, noting that it was older than the rest in the city. Not 

nearly as tall, either. It sat in the shadows of the new towers, overwhelmed by the wild growth of 

the metropolis. It probably never saw sunlight because of them. It was a dull, barren building, it’s 

inhabitants clinging to notions that they still mattered. 

"Atsushi," Cartwright's voice sounded. 

"What do you have?" Mori asked. 

"Yamamura Ayame was in Tokyo. I have a match on her face." 

"Where?" 

"Shinjuku Lowers." 

"Get me a ride over there." 

"Can't you get Ryan with you?" 

Mori huffed. "No. He's covering his ass. Kicked me out." 

"He never was too bright,” she grimaced. “Fine. I'm sending you a vehicle. Should be 

there in just a moment." 

"Thank you. Send me Yamamura's last known location and her image. I'll check around 

with the locals." 

"Be careful," she warned. "Without Prefectural covering you...it's going to be more 

dangerous." 

"I'll be fine," Mori said with a laugh. "The prick forgot to take his gun back." 

# 

Shinjuku. 

It was always night in the old city. Light never reached so deep under the new cities. 

Shinjuku was the forgotten town, remnants of what Tokyo once represented. It was fitting 
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considering that, like the people who resided in the bleak world, the old district had been 

forgotten. Old neon signs provided the only relief, further glimpses of the long dead Tokyo when 

this part of the city mattered. Under so much development, the district was frigid and musty. The 

streets were lined with cast off people unable to live or die on the levels above. 

Forgotten people living in the forgotten world. Civilians in the upper city did not know 

that they were alive. It would not matter if they did. The lowest peoples meant nothing to them. 

Runners from the second and fourth stories would bring food from time to time. It was less an 

act of charity than well intentioned torture. The starved locals would fight for it. They would die 

for it. Murder for rice was among the most common crimes.  

Shinjuku rats did not have the luxury of killing themselves with drugs. The world was 

doing it for them. Against it all, the people wanted out. They wanted to see the sun. They wanted 

to get out. Most never would.  

Mori moved down the center of the old street. Four withered people sat on the curb. They 

were dressed in faded, dirt caked shirts and old-world jeans. None of them noticed Mori as he 

approached. After checking the area to be sure he was not being followed, he squatted in front of 

them and presented his screen with Yamamura's image.  

"Have you seen her?" Mori asked, showing the image to each one. "She came to this area 

recently." 

"No," one replied. He didn't look at Mori. His eyes were locked in a gaze at a faded 

poster of a gravure woman in collapsed store.  

"Any of you?" He showed the image to the others. None looked. 

Mori stepped away. The day would be long if no one saw Yamamura. He stepped to the 

street, checked both ways, and then walked through the trashy Shinjuku street. Mori cut across a 
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fragmented sidewalk, down a curved flight of stairs and towards another group of people. None 

of them saw Yamamura. He moved to the next set. No one saw her.  

Mori kept at it for an hour, finding groups sitting, doing nothing but waiting, and asking 

them if they had seen one woman in the mess of the old city. Some asked if he had food. Others 

wanted money for passage out of Shinjuku. One asked if he wanted to know what it was like to 

kill a person.  

He knew it was a big town, but a woman like Yamamura would stick out. Someone 

would have noticed her. Mori kept to the sidewalks as he looked for others he had not yet 

approached. 

"Hey," a voice called from a dark alley. "You're looking for someone?" 

Mori slid his hand into the pocket. No one called for him before. He gripped the gun and 

made ready to shoot just in case. An old woman shuffled into the dull red light of a half-broken 

sign. Mori gripped the gun tighter. 

"This woman," he said, presenting the screen. “Yamamura Ayame.” 

"I see," she croaked. "Maybe. But someone did come through this morning. It was a 

young woman...maybe her age." 

That was something. "Where did she go?" 

"I don't know," she said with rigid, apologetic bow. "But she had something on her. It 

kept dripping." 

"Sweat? Water?" Mori pressed. “Could it have been blood? Was she injured?” 

"It was black." She jutted her finger towards the ground.  

Mori spotted black stains on the concrete ground. Even among the other marks and stains, 

the black globs were easy to spot. He turned to the woman. "Which way?" 
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"That way." She pointed to the right. 

Mori nodded to the woman and thanked her. She lowered her eyes, bowed, and slipped 

back into the shadows of her alley. 

# 

Mori followed the trail of black fluid another two hundred meters to a wrecked building 

at the corner of a broad intersection. Half of the concrete and brick façade had collapsed into the 

street next to it, revealing three stories of more wreckage.  

None of the old city people were there. It was empty, dark, and colder than the rest of the 

district. The silence become far worse there. He realized how much the occasional cough, or a 

hissing pipe distracted him from the silence. Now, he was bare to a world without noise.  

 Mori spied a dull, crimson stream from one of the broad, shattered windows. It stretched 

from the second story to the sidewalk. "That's a lot of blood." With slow, arduous breath, he 

took hold of his pistol and entered. 

Broken glass whined and cracked under his boots. Old world machines, cash registers, 

had been smashed against the ground. Images of food, dulled by rot and time, were still plastered 

on a display near the ceiling. 

He brought up his screen to provide light. The black spots led to his left and up a thin 

staircase. Mori crept along, placing his foot precisely where he wanted to step. His eyes were 

trained on the curve into the second level. Another step, then pause. 

A sick, wretched cough sounded from just above him. The cough was followed by harsh 

rasps, injured and labored breathing. Weakened sobs followed, high pitched like a young 

woman's voice. 

Mori moved quicker into the second level. 
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It was barren. No tables for the restaurant. No trash on the floors. Just black shadows in a 

gray world. A woman rested on the far side, clutching her knees as she convulsed. Her skin 

appeared strange. The color was wrong. It seemed darker, like she had been colored brown or 

bronze. Dots and shaped patterns coursed through her skin. Black fluid dripped from her arms, 

her hair, and from her still hidden face. 

"Yamamura Ayame?" Mori called to her. She tried to move. It seemed to hurt her. A 

black stream poured from under her long, soaked hair. Mori approached until he was just in front 

of her. "Are you Yamamura Ayame?" 

"I am," she whispered. She winced as more fluid popped out from a black pustule on her 

shoulder. Her skin sagged around it. 

Mori moved closer. "What's happening to you?"  

"I don't know,” she wept. “They did something to me." 

"Was it Ewing?" A few steps closer and Mori reached for his screen. Yamamura needed 

medical attention.  

"I don't know his name. He cut me. He took..." Clumps of the black fluid streamed from 

her face. Something fell inside the flow. Mori looked down to see what appeared to be the same 

spotted design as her skin. Yamamura fell against the wall. Her stringy hair pulled away and 

dropped against her knees.  

"What did they do to you?" Mori gasped as he reeled away. 

Yamamura's face had been half eaten away by what he was sure was a powerful toxin. 

Her jawbone was exposed and blackened by the fluid. Loose skin hung in greasy streams. Her 

right eye was entirely black. It was sunken and sat lower at a skewed angle. Some of her teeth 

were missing. A pit had formed where her cheekbone should be. The liquid poured from the 



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      105 

abscess there. Yamamura seized as a spasm wracked her dying body. She choked on a cough and 

vomited more fluid to the floor. A tooth went with the spit. The stench was overwhelming, a mix 

of sewage and rotten flesh. Mori covered his mouth, both at the shock of Yamamura's condition 

and the foul odor. 

"Did you find Natsuki?" she wondered, voice cracking and near drowned. 

"No," he answered. “I am looking.” 

"They have her," Yamamura said, a hint of her true voice coming through. 

"I know," Mori said. He stepped closer, making sure not to touch any droplet that came 

near. 

"Please get her out," she whispered. 

"I will." 

"Be careful," she warned and then choked on more vile black vomit. "They made me do 

something bad. They can change you...make you think wrong." 

Mori leaned closer. "How?" 

"His name is..." she convulsed as more fluid poured from her body. Another bit of flesh 

fell and melted into black water. "...Marconi. He's...a monster. He...likes...likes to watch." 

Yamamura began to panic. There was nothing he could do to help her. The toxins soaked her 

entire body. Any touch could infect him and kill him. 

"Calm down," he urged in a whisper. "Please. Yamamura-san, please stay calm. I will get 

you help." 

"He made me kill that man," she gasped. She tried to stand. Her shin cracked and popped 

with a fleshy rip of muscle as it broke in half. It did not seem to register to Yamamura. Mori 

looked down, wide eyed and nauseated as the foot corroded into a fleshy puddle. 
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Mori shook himself. He moved back to Yamamura. "Who? Who did you kill?" 

"He was called Sota...I wanted to kill him...Marconi made me want to!" 

The revelation struck him numb. Yamamura Ayame was Sota's murderer. “Let me make 

the call.”  

She puked more fluid to the floor, this time mixed with crimson. It faded into the rest of 

the soupy, fetid mix. She had no more time. All the activity only made the poisons work faster. 

The fluids came out in streams like toxic sweat. Her hair, heavy with globs of it, fell randomly to 

the floor. 

"We want to stop them," Mori said. "What do you know? Anything you can tell me. Who 

was there? How many do they have? What are they doing?" 

"Ueno." she breathed. 

"Ueno Gorobei?" Mori asked, hoping she could give him a little more. 

"No... Ueno city...they are...there." 

"Not Oimachi?" 

"Ueno."  

"I understand." 

"Natsuki is there...get her out...they...want her...for...." 

Mori waited for her to finish. She didn't. "Yamamura-san? Are you there? Yama...." 

New boils formed and then burst at an increasingly rapid pace. Wherever the fluid 

touched it burned away her remaining flesh. Mori jumped away as a wide pool of liquid flesh 

spread around Yamamura’s remains. Skin fell from her face. Her arm plopped onto the floor. Not 

long after, Yamamura fell limp, crashing forward into the pool, splashing toxic fluid everywhere.  
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Mori rushed backwards, narrowly avoiding the lethal rain. After a quick check to be sure 

none of it touched him, he stared at what was left of the poor woman. He could not even begin to 

comprehend what he was seeing. 

Yamamura was dead. Her body was no longer discernible from the rest of the mess; it 

was just a pile of melting offal.  

He turned away, unable to watch anymore. The sound of wasting bone, of crackling meat 

and skin, overwhelmed him. He doubled over, gripped his knees, and vomited right where he 

stood.  

"What the hell is this?" he spat, wiping his face clean. "What the hell am I into?" 

Then an object caught his attention. It was pressed against the wall opposite Yamamura’s 

remains. Mori paused to catch his breath before inspecting it. It was a hand screen. He picked it 

up, making sure not to touch a little of the black fluid that dripped off. Luckily, it was in good 

shape. He looked at the back. Hasegawa's kanji was written in the center. 

"You really did kill him," Mori whispered. "I'm sorry for both of you." 

Marconi. Whoever he was, he was a plague. Yamamura's words frightened him. It was 

the second time he had been warned of him. Now he had a reason behind all the madness. All the 

nightmares of the past day had been because of Ewing and Marconi. Yamamura’s words 

frightened him.  

Mori was never a man to run because of fear. 

"This isn't what we think," he realized. He looked back to see that Yamamura was gone. 

Only the pool remained. Ewing, Ueno, and Marconi. They were not some gang trying to carve a 

niche in gene trades. They were up to something more. Something far deeper than he or anyone 

else in Tokyo had seen before.  
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He looked to the camera screen and tapped it. 
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Chapter 9 

Black 

"Ryan Yamashita," Mori shouted as he leapt over a fallen ticket counter.  

"We're done, Mori," Yamashita shouted before shutting off the call.  

"Call back."  

He reached the steps out of the old city. A burst of cool, fresher air hit him as he stepped 

into the next level. The car wasn't too far away. He needed to get out of there. Yamashita was 

heading the wrong way.  

"Dammit, Mori..." 

"Shut up, Ryan!" Mori roared. "I found Sota's killer." 

"What?" 

The sound of a door sliding shut clued Mori in that Yamashita was likely already on his 

way. He needed to stop them.  

"It was Yamamura Ayame. She killed Hasegawa." Mori reached the taxi. He jumped in 

and set the destination for Ueno. Hasegawa found the second site just days before he was killed. 

"Wait a second...who?" 
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"Kamiya Natsuki," Mori said. The car lurched forward to match the speed of traffic. 

"Yamamura was the reason she came to Tokyo. They were married in Toyama. Ewing's people 

took her." 

"And why the hell did she kill Hasegawa?" 

"They made her. They did something to make her want to do it." 

"You bought that story?" Yamashita laughed. "Jesus, you really think they magically 

made her want to murder someone she never met? Tell us where she's at and we'll..." 

"She's dead," he cut. "I can't...I can't really...explain it. It was like acid. Just ate her until 

she was nothing but a black puddle." 

"Black puddle? Liquid?" 

"Yes! What else would it be?" 

"Okay," Yamashita breathed. "Okay. Are you sure? Are you sure?" 

"Hasegawa's computer was with her. It recorded the killing and what happened next. 

Whatever killed her started there." 

Mori leaned close to the control screen. He slammed his computer against it to hack the 

controls. Ueno was not close. He needed to go faster. He shifted the car to its top speed. It began 

to weave along the highway, dodging the slower moving vehicles, coming close to cutting 

ramming them each time. 

"We've just arrived at Oimachi," Yamashita said.  

"That can wait!" Mori snapped. "Whatever happened to Yamamura, to Kamiya...whoever 

sent those people after me are in Ueno!" 

"Ueno?" Yamashita shouted something to his people. "That's on the other side of the 

city!" 
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"I'm on my way there." 

"Don't do anything until I have city and Prefectural Services with you." 

"Okay," Mori breathed. "Make sure you have everyone." 

He ended the call and contacted Cartwright. 

"Atsushi," she answered. "What did you find?" 

"Yamamura's dead," he said. "I think I have Kamiya Natsuki's location. Can you find Eric 

Ewing?" 

"Eric Ewing," she repeated. "Yeah. I can get him." 

"Good. Get his location and send it to me and then to Yamashita." 

"Got it." 

# 

Marconi sipped the coffee. It was good, better than what he had at Zhou's. She was 

beautiful, but coffee was apparently not one of her strengths. His new host had better taste. He 

took another sip, savored the rustic hints of hazelnuts, and then sat the mug on a cork coaster. 

He liked the table. It had a nice color to it. He ran his fingers along the fibers of the 

tablecloth, admiring the checkered red against white. A candle burned in the middle of the table. 

Its fragrance smelled sweet and delicious. A label read "Sugar Cookie Delight." A tiny dog 

sniffed around his feet. It was cute, with a blue ribbon bow tied lovingly behind its neck. He 

stroked its ear a few times and let it lick his fingers. He smiled as it did. 

His host brought her own coffee in. She was older, a little overweight, with shoulder 

length gray hair. She wore a floral pattern shirt on old style jeans. She sat across the table and 

drank. 
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Marconi smiled at her. "Thanks for the coffee, Ms. Cartwright." She didn't speak. 

Marconi smirked, knowing that she understood exactly what was going to happen. "I like this 

apartment," he complimented. "Southern aesthetic is interesting. You don't get it much in Asia. It 

feels homey." 

"That was the idea," she cut.  

"Love this candle. Sugar cookie. You wouldn't happen to have any real sugar cookies 

around, would you?" 

"That's why I have the candle," Cartwright murmured. The uneasy twitch in her shoulders 

gave Marconi a jolt of excitement. 

"No, right?" he teased. “That’s too bad.” 

"Right." She drank more and coughed, no doubt because her nerves were getting the best 

of her.  

Marconi liked that she was scared. It made the process more interesting. The emotions 

hooked him. Seeing them one way, happy, confident, angry, tired, and then at the proper 

moment, right as he had taken just enough time to let them believe they might just walk away, he 

moved in for the final act.  

An entirely new range of emotions and reactions when they understood their fates were 

sealed. He couldn't wait to see how Ms. Cartwright would respond. 

"I like your dog," he smiled. "What's his name?" 

"Her name is Stacy." 

"Stacy?” he sang, feigning surprise. He sipped more of the coffee and then patted Stacy’s 

head. “That's nice. Really. It's cute." 

"What do you want?" she interrupted. 
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Marconi didn't flinch. "Stacy is very cute. You have a cute life here. No one would think 

that you're hooked straight into the city networks. Big no-no here in Japan. An old lady like 

yourself doesn't strike me as being the hacker type. Most people would think..." 

"I know who you are," Cartwright cut in, her voice just a little more confident than it 

ought to be. 

Marconi laughed. He had heard the line a few times. Usually it was followed with the 

wrong assumption. So, and so sent you. You're a monster. On and on. "I'll bite. Who am I?" 

"Marconi," she replied. 

"Ah," he laughed. "Mori told you, right?" 

"A.O.I Marconi. It's been nine years," she continued. "The Centre's been after you for 

nine years." 

He stopped laughing. She really did know. That was not good. "Interesting. You like to 

dig?" 

"Was my job," she answered. "They lost you nine years ago. Went to everyone to find 

you. How did you get to Tokyo?" 

"I swam," he snapped. All the cuteness he wanted to use on her to butter her up was no 

longer necessary. She knew. "As interesting as it would be to be interrogated by a country fried 

grandma, you really need pay attention to your situation." 

"They want you back," she pressed. 

"I'm sure they do."  

"You go from the Centre to helping Ueno Gorobei steal people. Seems like a step back." 

"Ueno's a piece of shit," Marconi growled. "I don't do anything for him." 

"What do you mean?" 
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"You know," Marconi began after a little more coffee, "the past day has been all over the 

place. Yesterday was good. It was smooth...perfect. Like all the other days. Get out of the cage. 

Get the task finished. Go back. But I couldn't go back yesterday. Your friend Mori saw me. He's 

not up on his shots, is he? The fucker looked right at me and..." 

"Scared you, didn't it?" Cartwright coughed. "Spend your life invisible and then he looks 

right at you. Makes you feel exposed. Almost like you're in danger." 

"Kind of like that." Marconi didn't like her anymore. She was becoming annoying. He 

was tired of her. She needed to shut up. If she didn't, he'd shut her up. "Let's talk about that little 

shit for a moment." 

"Someone like you is probably not used to feeling weak," she continued. "You weren't 

supposed to operate alone, you know. There was always someone like me. A handler." 

"Shut the fuck up, Ms. Cartwright," Marconi raged. He hurled the coffee across the room 

with enough force to obliterate the cup against the wall in the other room. "You're three words 

from the edge and that's no place you want to fucking be! You say you know me? Do you know 

me? Fucking answer the question! Take one of those words and answer." 

"Yes," she mumbled. 

"Okay, you know me. You fucking know me. Then you should have a real clear idea of 

what I can do. I like what I do. If you ask any more questions, I swear that I will bring you the 

bodies of every, single last person you've ever spoken with in little boxes for the rest of your life. 

"I will start with little Andrew Cooper in Tennessee. He and his daddy will fucking burn 

for hours and then I will take their ashes and ram them down your fucking throat. Then I'll find 

Meredith and cut a different muscle off her body every single fucking day for as long as I can 

keep her alive. Do you understand?" 
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Cartwright kept quiet. Her breath was rapid. Sweat beaded near her hairline.   

"Take another word and answer." 

"Yes." 

"Good." Marconi returned to his chair. No more games, he realized. It was time to end all 

of their troubles before they had any chance to begin. He fixed his hair and glared at her. She 

seemed to get his point. He tapped on his wrist to access her ZN Systems. "Don't mind me. 

You'll find Eric Ewing right here." 

# 

"Do you think you're going a little fast?" Yamashita chided. 

"No," Mori replied. The car cut between lanes faster than it had before. Mori leaned into 

the swerves, gripping a handhold just above his head to keep his face from smashing the 

window.  

"I'm having a bit of a hard time keeping the city police from crashing you," Yamashita 

complained. 

"Keep it up." 

"Atsushi," Yamashita began, "you don't have to go. You're done. You've found 

Yamamura. You know where Kamiya is. We'll pick her up. If these guys are as organized as we 

think they are, you're not going to stand a chance against them." 

"We don’t have that kind of time," Mori growled. "I don’t want them to win. They’ve 

taken too much. This damned city has taken too much." 

"Atsushi," Yamashita breathed. "They're not the city." 

"No, but the city let them come in. It's always been a shit world out there. They managed 

to find a way to make it worse." 
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"At least we can agree to that last part," his old partner lamented.  

"Are you on your way to Ueno?" Mori winced as the car took an especially hard turn to 

avoid three slow moving vehicles. 

Yamashita replied, "We're almost in the Oimachi facility." 

"That's not as important!" 

"It's a part of this! Ewing has a confirmed facility there. We take this out and we save 

lives. I've got people on their way to Ueno. They'll secure Ewing and everything that's going on 

there." 

Cartwright's tone sounded. "I have to go." 

"Watch your back, Atsushi." 

Mori changed to Cartwright's line. "What do you have?" 

"I'm sending you Eric Ewing's last known location in Ueno." 

 

# 

"You did what?" Ewing shouted loud enough to hurt Marconi's ear. 

"You've got about twenty minutes to get ready," Marconi answered. "Don't worry. He's 

not Service. He can't do anything to you." 

"He could kill me," Ewing screamed. "Are you out of your mind?" 

"No," Marconi said as he escorted Cartwright to her bedroom. "Consolidation." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Technical term. Easier to solve problems when they are all together. Don't forget, I can 

be in three places at once." 
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"Ah," he breathed, the plan finally getting through his thick skull. "I see. I see what 

you're doing. Okay. Good." 

"I'm not dipping into the ZN for this,” Marconi cautioned. “Too much attention." 

"Fuck the attention. Do what you have to. We'll be off grid tomorrow night, anyway." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Of course." 

"Fine."  

Ms. Cartwright moved to her bed. She looked dead. It was appropriate, he thought. She 

was about to be. Marconi liked the colors, though. More floral pattern on an antique quilt. Fluffy 

pillows were set neatly at the head of a wooden frame bed and a photo of her granddaughter 

Meredith sat prominently on the nightstand.  

"Also," Marconi said to Ewing. "Yamamura's dead." 

"That is great news,” he literally sang out. “Great, now focus on this, Marconi. This is the 

last time we will have to mess with these people." 

After the call ended, Marconi looked to Ms. Cartwright. She stared at the floor. It was 

finally dawning on her that her situation was helpless. He wondered how she felt knowing that 

she sent her own friend to die. 

"Don't worry," he grinned with a pat on her shoulder. "This is the easy part. You don't 

have to do anything." He removed a pistol form its holster in his coat. With a cruel chuckle, he 

tossed it to the bed. “Pick it up.” Cartwright did as she was told to, unable to refuse his orders. It 

would be quick for her. Despite catching him off guard, she did have very good coffee.  “Put it to 

your temple.” 
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“Forgive me for my sins,” she began to pray. Then she did something that Marconi did 

not expect. Without any order from him, Cartwright took Meredith’s photo from the nightstand, 

cradled it in her arm, and kissed the picture.  

Cartwright wasn’t praying to her god or to God. She was praying to her granddaughter. 

“Wait,” Marconi ordered, shaken by what had just occurred. “Put the gun down.” 

# 

Five Service vehicles pulled into place just in front of the Station Four entrance. Ten 

drones were immediately dispatched to provide overwatch for the teams of police who were set 

to storm the facility. There were twenty of them, dressed in combat gear and armed with their 

rifles. 

One man was dressed differently from the teams. Instead of the military style body armor 

and helmets, he wore a tight ballistic weave on his chest with a golden badge stitched over the 

heart. His hair was combed perfectly and shone in the late morning sun. He had a thin, funny 

looking mustache that Marconi actually laughed at.  

Ryan Yamashita seemed to like his power. He liked to bark out orders at his people and 

he liked to have them obey. He almost treated them like machines. Go to the front. Put yourself 

in the firing line. Get killed so I don't have to. Marconi shook his head.  

Each officer went from the vehicles to a set of pillars at the entrance, gun ready, shouting 

to each other that it was clear. It was a weird dance.  

"Is it clear?" Yamashita shouted from behind the vehicle. One soon to be dead man gave 

the affirmative. "Then let's move in!" 
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The entrance was a perfect place to get rid of them. It was wide open, inviting, seemingly 

safe. Marconi liked dealing with the upper city people. They didn't have any sense of survival. 

No one in the group could imagine what he had planned for them. 

Five black suited military police filed into the lobby. They fanned out to places they 

thought were safe, to places Marconi had set up to seem safe. Guns were ready. They were 

strong. They could handle anything. One stepped right next to him.  

Marconi tapped his fingers against the chin of his own helmet. He almost hoped they 

heard him. That would make it a little more interesting.  

"Clear!" he shouted. 

"Move in," Yamashita ordered. "Everyone in. Find the staff. Seize anything and 

everything." 

"That was easy," Marconi grumbled. He rose from his seat, walked slowly, carelessly 

towards the entrance. Someone would find the trigger at any moment. There was no danger to 

him. But it was going to be loud. Marconi didn't like the ringing in his ears. He noticed 

Yamashita stayed outside with two other high-ranking officers. 

"Chicken shit," Marconi teased. 

He leaned against a nearby pillar. The assault team filed through the three security 

checkpoints, the clapping of their boots echoing in the open lobby. Clicks and clacks of plastic 

guns and kit mixed in and made the anticipation more interesting.  

They were alive. They were two steps from death. They would never know who killed 

them, why he killed them, but they would be very much aware of how. 

The pressure trigger cracked under one of their boots. The detonation was instantaneous, 

thunderous, and knocked Marconi back a step.  
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"Holy shit!" Yamashita cried. "Holy shit! What just happened?" 

"Booby trap!" The officers shouted at each other as they pulled back.  

"What happened? What the hell happened?" Yamashita went to his people. One came 

close to him. Marconi looked closely. The oily and yellow reducer was already seeping into his 

clothes. It would be in him in only a second. 

"Stay back," the officer shouted. "Some kind of chemical...it's burning me!" 

"Get medical services out here!" Yamashita ordered. "Right now!" 

The first one fell. Marconi looked over to see him on the ground just inside. He was 

ripping his clothes from his body as he screamed panicked cries to no one. The reducer was 

likely already eating away at his nerves. The black sweat was dripping from his face, all that he 

was burned away, leaving only carbon behind. More joined him, throwing their armor, their 

helmets, their guns away from their melting bodies in vain attempts to escape. They wailed in 

agony, confused at the sight of the boils slicing away at their skin. Each one that had been 

doused in the toxin started to convulse as their muscles melted away. They fell when their bones 

shattered in their legs. 

One officer closest to Yamashita dropped to his knees, clutched his throat, and literally 

puked his guts onto the ground; the piles of innards hung from his mouth as they melted to slimy 

pools. His skin sagged from his face to reveal rotting muscle, black stained bone, and eventually 

carbon slush. Nothing would help. They were already dead.  

Three more. Just enough to play with. 

He stepped towards the young officer as he was calling for help. A knife to the back. 

Marconi raised it, excited to see that familiar reaction. The confusion. The fear. The panic.  
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Just as he moved for the kill, Marconi was slammed from behind. He fell to the ground, 

rolled to his back, and saw a Centre agent levy his gun right at his face. 

"Hello, Marconi," Nathaniel growled. "Nice to see you again." 

"Where the hell did he come from?" Yamashita cried out. 

"Been here the whole time," Nathaniel answered. "I see you, Marconi. You're done." 
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Chapter 10 

Heart 

The coordinates Cartwright gave to him took Mori to the edge of the old Ueno Park. 

There was still evidence of the old world. A statue to long forgotten samurai. No one 

remembered the name. Its head had been removed. The old museums were gone. Most were piles 

of rubble where addicts or the homeless would gather. A single shaft of light managed to get 

through the world above and shine down on a single untouched building.  

Mori exited the vehicle. He gripped his gun, readying it for action. It was quiet in the 

area. No sign of Yamashita's people. No sirens. No drones. It made his skin crawl knowing that 

he was alone in the dim world. Dust fell through the light. Everything glowed eerily, as if Mori 

had entered another plane. It might have been heaven or hell. Mori knew it was no place for 

anyone to be.  

He walked across a courtyard, passed the rotted stumps of old cherry trees, towards the 

entrance of the building. A man was standing there alone. It was Ewing. He was dressed in a 

long coat. "Eric Ewing," Mori called to him. 

"Mr. Atsushi Mori," Ewing called back. His voice was rough, raw. He'd been yelling too 

much at things. He stood with a hard slump to his shoulders. A desk man who spent too much of 
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his life slouched over a keyboard. Mori knew the type. Men like Ewing hid behind computers, 

behind money, behind powerful people who care nothing for others. 

"You're waiting for me," he said, knowing he was wandering into an ambush. 

Ewing nodded. "For a few minutes. Careful what you say in this town. Eventually 

someone will hear you. No matter what you might think, someone will always hear you." 

"Maybe." Mori approached, all of his senses sensitive to even the slightest changes. 

Ewing stood alone near the center of the entrance. It seemed to be too good, too easy. The only 

question that remained was from which direction. Mori gripped his pistol and primed a round. 

"You know," Ewing began, "you're really a tough nut to crack. Takes a special kind of 

somebody to get away from Marconi." 

"People keep telling me he's dangerous," Mori spat, sliding the weapon up in his pocket. 

He glanced left. 

"The most dangerous man around," Ewing assured him. 

"He's a real scary guy." Mori glanced right. 

"The scariest," he boasted. “You really shouldn’t doubt him.” 

Mori spun around, gun up and levied right where the attacker's eyes should be. A man 

was there, dressed in a black military uniform and armor, faceless helmet locked onto his head. 

He clutched a large syringe filled with a yellow liquid in his left hand.  

Mori did not hesitate and squeezed three shots into the attacker's throat and one into his 

head. The armor-clad assassin collapsed to the ground, stiff and shaking as his nerves fired off. 

His body began to bleed a familiar black fluid.  
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The echoing of the rounds echoed throughout the cavernous district. Birds scattered and 

the poor ran for cover. Not wasting any time, Mori turned and aimed at Ewing’s heart. The 

bastard’s face was pale from the shock at his little trap’s failure. 

"Shit," he grunted. 

"That was your scary man?" Mori taunted. 

"Some of him," Ewing replied as he backpedaled.  

"So much for that." Mori reached down, took the syringe, and hurled it against the corner 

of the staircase. It shattered, sending the fluid to the ground. It was gone in a matter of seconds. 

Small puddles of black remained where it hit a few insects.  

"So now you'll wait for the police and take me in?" Ewing fretted. "You're going to arrest 

me?" 

"I don't arrest," Mori warned, storming towards Ewing. "I'm not in the Service." 

Ewing adjusted his coat as Mori came to his level. "So? What does that mean?” 

"Right now, I'm two things.” Mori pointed to the large structure behind Ewing. “I'm a 

finder who came here to get the person I've been looking for." 

"And the other?" Ewing mumbled. 

"A man with a gun who has had a very bad week."  

"Where does that leave me?" 

"Two choices. You help me get Kamiya Natsuki and then you go to holding at 

Prefectural. If you don't, I go to Prefectural." 

Ewing smiled, failing to show any sign that he had an ounce of courage. "Either way, one 

of us is getting arrested." 

"But only you might die." Mori raised the gun at Ewing's eye. "Make your choice." 
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"You want Kamiya," Ewing sighed, no doubt weighing his options. "Fine. I'll take you to 

her." 

"Yamashita," Mori called. There was no answer. "Yamashita. I have Ewing."No 

response. 

"Your friend seems busy," Ewing hissed. "I wonder why. Maybe we should wait to see 

how many of your friends arrive." Mori fired a round that smashed into a pile of stone near 

Ewing. Bits of stone smacked his body, imbedded into his face, and cut his neck. "Fuck!" he 

shrieked. "What that fuck are you doing?" 

Mori walked towards him. "Take me to Kamiya. Right now." 

 

# 

Marconi waited on the ground as Nathaniel shouted to the surviving Prefectural Service 

to help him. The screams of the others intensified as their bodies were being eaten away to 

nothing by the chemical. It would only be a few more minutes before they were all dead. 

"You're coming home, Marconi," Nathaniel shouted to him. "We're going to find out 

what happened to you." 

"Trying to scare me?" Marconi breathed.  

"Telling the truth," Nathaniel glanced to Yamashita and pointed to Marconi’s hands. "Get 

restraints on him." 

"Right," the captain cried as he hurried back.  

Marconi looked to his left; one member of the assault team wasn't as badly hit with the 

reducer as the others. The sweat was only beginning to affect him. Sensing opportunity, Marconi 

tapped his fingers together to bring up his internal computer. He detected the officer's ZN 
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Systems, noticing he had the Second Complex imbedded with them. With two quick taps, 

Marconi attached the officer to Nathaniel. The message was sent. The emotions were changed. 

Nathaniel was no friend. It was a good idea to attack him. He was a threat that needed to be 

neutralized. 

"You!" the officer shouted. "Hey, you! You did this to us!" He pulled his gun up from the 

ground and readied to fire. 

"Shit!" Nathaniel cried out. He swung around just as two bullets struck his midsection. 

He managed a single shot off that struck the man in his lung. Nathanial crumpled to the ground, 

clutching his wounds.  

Marconi scrambled to his feet. He took the gun from Nathaniel, slammed him to his back, 

and pressed the barrel to his eye. “Not going anywhere with you,” he snarled, and fired twice. 

Nathaniel's skull popped and buckled from the impact. Blood squirted and jelly splattered from 

the wound.  

Marconi then turned his attention to the two panic stricken officers. Both tried to fire at 

him. He was too fast for them. Three rounds in each of their heads killed them quicker than he 

would have liked. There was only one man left.  

"Ryan Yamashita," Marconi shouted. "Get over here and let me get it over with. You're 

already dead! You just don't realize it!" 

Marconi rushed the corner, expecting to see the little captain hiding behind vehicle. His 

gun was up and ready to fire. 

However, a metal bar slammed onto his wrist causing the gun to fire. Another blow 

smashed against his head, knocking him off balance. Yamashita tackled him, sending them both 

careening to the ground. Marconi lost his grip on the firearm and it skidded away into the black 
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mess of a dying officer. Yamashita was on him instantly, delivering a deluge of punches and 

strikes with the bar against the helmet’s facemask. 

The blows stopped for only a moment. Marconi tried to fight back, but before he could 

mount any counter, a familiar click and snap froze him in place. A gun was primed. He felt 

pressure in between his armor plates on his side. A flash, pressure, and nothing more. 

"I got you!" Yamashita yelled. "You son of a bitch! I got you!" 

Marconi coughed in his helmet. Blood splattered against his visor. It dribbled from his 

lips and pooled on his chin. The round decimated his liver. He would be dead in a few minutes. 

He could already feel the tickle of the reducer as it filled his veins. He wasn't about to let the 

favor go unreturned.  

"This is Captain Yamashita at Yamagata's Station Four in Oimachi," he cried into a 

communicator. "There's been an attack. Officers are down. There's some kind of chemical 

agent..." 

The good captain didn't notice as Marconi reached for the syringe in his belt. As carefully 

as he could, he slid it out and pressed the priming mechanism. The click was barely audible. 

"They're all hit!” Yamashita continued, none the wiser to what was about to happen to 

him. “All of them...we need help..." 

Marconi took his chance, snatched Yamashita by the collar of his armor, and slammed 

the needles into his neck. The plunger delivered the overdose. 

"I..." Marconi managed to croak through the pooling carbon stew. "I...got...you...son 

of...a bitch." 

"What the hell did you do to me?" Yamashita screeched, grasping his neck and yanking 

the syringe away.  
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Marconi didn't answer. He savored every little spasm and every little jolt of pain as fear, 

panic, and helplessness overcame the dying Ryan Yamashita. First, he scratched at the wounds in 

his neck as he stumbled away. He began to whimper and moan, crying like a dying animal. He 

clawed at his forearms as the poison no doubt burned them. A rotten chunk of his skin sloughed 

off and splatted on the cement. Yamashita’s sobs were beautiful music to Marconi. The sight of 

the poor man as he tried to run away was a beautiful thing to behold. Black sweat was already 

pouring from his skin.  

"What the hell is this?" Yamashita cried in such a pathetic voice it made Marconi laugh. 

"Too good," he gasped. "This...is too good!" 

"Holy shit, what is this?” he blubbered. “What's happening to me? What the hell did you 

do to me?"  

Pouring sweat intensified until it flowed in streams. His voice was choked out by his own 

liquifying meat. He made ragged, ugly sounds as his body melted into a mass of carbon slag. In 

only a few moments the skin from his face peeled off. His eyes melted out of his skull. 

Yamashita's teeth dropped like dead rain. What was left of him fell and splashed in the carbon 

pool.  

Marconi smiled his last smile and let death take him.  

# 

Mori followed Ewing, keeping just out of arm’s reach with his gun trained on the 

bastard's spine. They entered the facility minutes before, though it was not like he imagined. 

Much like city hospitals, the interior was clad in white, kept spotless, and felt welcoming. 

Sterilized air moved in circulation through vents along the ceilings and floors, filling the halls 

with the distinct odor of newly pressed plastic.  



Black Heart Tokyo: RANSDELL      129 

Ewing led him through a plaza which connect to a long corridor. That in turn merged into 

a spiraling staircase. Mori kept close. If Ewing took too long, Mori would click the safety from 

off to on. The pointed clicks always served as a good motivator.  

When they reached the bottom, Mori noticed much more expansive chamber which 

extended into darkness. Gurneys rested in neat rows. Each had monitors, medical hardware, and 

mysterious pylons, perhaps machines, sitting just to the side. He noticed a large glass room with 

what looked to be pillars of glass filled with pink fluid. To his right sat containers marked with 

the words "Chemical Hazard" in English. 

"So," Ewing spoke, pointing towards the gurneys, "this is where we do things." 

"You're not into the gene trade," Mori growled, thumbing his weapon. "What do you do 

here?" 

"All kinds of things," Ewing evaded.  

"What does Ueno Gorobei have you do here?" He cracked Ewing on the side of the ear 

with the pistol to convince him that cuteness was not appreciated. 

"Shit," he gasped as he slapped his hand against the new cut in his earlobe. "Gorobei? 

That man's a waste. Only good for a little money." 

"Don't cover for him," Mori warned.  

"Cover? Are you kidding? Let the little asshole go down.” Ewing licked his fingers and 

pressed them to his ear to stem the bleeding. “I think he’s in Roppongi New Sky today. Get him. 

He's not good enough for what we do here, anyway." 

Mori paused to gauge if Ewing was lying. He did not seem to be. However, that did not 

mean much to Mori. Both Ewing and Ueno would be put away by the end of the day. That is, 

they would if they were still alive. 
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"What exactly are you doing?" Mori pressed the barrel to Ewing's other ear. "Tell me on 

the way to Kamiya." 

Ewing winced at the barrel’s touch. "She's in prep. Just…follow me." 

Mori kept his place behind Ewing as he led him to the left. They passed the glass room 

and stepped into a new hall. Mori glanced behind. No one was there. He listened. No footsteps 

other than their own. 

"What do you know about Zhang-Nasir?" Ewing started.  

"Medical systems," Mori answered. "Nanotech. What does that have to do with 

anything?" 

"I met both, Zhang and Nasir,” he continued, still nursing his ear. “Both were...I can't 

even think of a good word for them. Took so many shortcuts to get their life's work out to public 

that they actually created a new cancer. They did more harm than good. Sold China, Japan, 

Korea...so many countries...sold them on all the wrong potentials." 

"You want to get rid of the ZN?" Mori concluded, clicking the safety to drive Ewing 

forward. 

"That's a part of it," Ewing admitted.  

They turned a corner. The hall was darker. The smell was different. Instead of the sterile 

plastic, Mori detected medical supply and something else. Something foul was in the air, heavy, 

nauseating.  

"It's taken them over ten years to get it right. But ten years just to get a stopgap to work? 

We can do better." He pointed to a series of glowing screens. "That will make things better." 

Mori glanced at them, checking each quickly before training his eyes on Ewing. Each 

screen had plain coded text, though the code featured only a few letters. Lines reading G's and 
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A's, T's and C's. Animated helices rotated as lines identified different parts of code. Some 

sections were dulled out as others glowed white. "What is that?" Mori barked. 

"That's what we will be," Ewing replied after wiping blood onto his coat. "There's no 

happy ending for humanity. Tokyo used to be one of the great cities. Safe and clean and full 

of…hope. Now it's a cesspit. Our species has come to the point where life doesn't matter. Born 

just to die. Nothing in between. Birth and death. We're supposed to be more. We can see the end 

from here, Mori. Even Zhang-Nasir can't prevent the cascade when the time comes. It's not 

supposed to." 

"What's the cascade?" Mori bristled, the feeling that Ewing was stalling growing more 

intense. 

"A plague,” he explained. “A war. Climate change. An asteroid impact. It's the end point. 

The last time mankind wakes up or goes to bed. Extinction." 

"All things end," Mori spat. 

"We don't have to. Or at least...we can become something better that doesn't have to." 

"Sounds wonderful. Now take me to Kamiya." 

Ewing shrugged, craned his neck to the side until it cracked, and then guided Mori to a 

door. A single mark, a crimson triangle, glowed in the center. Mori motioned for him to go 

through. 

"This is what we're doing," Ewing said. "Now that I have this opportunity, I want you to 

see all of this. Think about it. A guy like you? You've been in the city for too long. Don't you 

want to see it get better?" 

"You're not going to change anything," Mori countered. "Now go." 
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"We have changed everything. Don't you want to be out of a job? Wouldn't it be better if 

people didn't have to worry about disease, addiction...being lost in the nightmare?" 

"Maybe one day we'll get to that point." Mori pressed the gun to Ewing's nose. "You're 

not the one to do it. Kamiya. Now." 

 

 

# 

"Dr. Ewing," the man spoke. The man was dressed in clean suit with a clear mask, red 

latex gloves, and red goggles. A badge on his chest read DuBois. When he noticed Mori and his 

pistol, DuBois jumped away, hands raised. "W-w-what's happening?" 

"A tour," Ewing assured him. "This is Mr. Mori. He wants to see Carrier Fifty." 

DuBois flicked his hand to his right. "She's ready. We j-just need...need to wake her." 

"I'll do that," Ewing said with a calm nod. "Can Dr. DuBois go? Or are you going to 

shoot him?" 

"Depends on what he does," Mori warned. "Stay down here. If you do anything I don't 

like, I'll find you." 

DuBois glanced at Ewing. "Is he serious?" 

"It is his job," Ewing smirked. "Go to the others. Get them ready for departure." DuBois 

did not hesitate and sprinted away. He disappeared around the corner of another clean room.  

"They won't get far," Mori growled.  

"Maybe not," Ewing replied cryptically. "But you don't need to worry about them. You're 

here for Kamiya. She's just in there." He pointed to white medical curtains draped around what 

Mori thought would be a gurney.  
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"Pull them open," he ordered. “Slowly.” 

Ewing gripped the material. "Think about this. Think about what it will mean for 

humanity." 

"Open them."  

Ewing nodded and slowly dragged the curtains away. Mori stepped close, gun pointed 

directly at Ewing's head, and looked inside. 

Kamiya Natsuki was strapped to a slat shaped gurney ringed with a metal frame, naked 

and asleep. Two small hoses had been taped into her mouth while a machine pumped air. Dozens 

of tubes ran from white boxes on the wall to the metal frame and into her body. Several tubes 

jabbed into her sides with large, silver braces clutching her skin.  

Mori's breath caught in his throat as he stepped closer. Kamiya was not as she should be. 

Her belly was swollen and discolored by stretch marks. A scar ran the width of her stomach just 

beneath her navel. A patch was attached to her side. It registered a second heartbeat. 

"She's pregnant," Mori realized. 

"It would seem so." Ewing placed his hand on Kamiya's shoulder. "She's the fiftieth." 

Mori stared at them. "That's impossible. Kamiya was sterilized by her parents." 

"That's a horrible word," Ewing grimaced. "She has potential." 

"What did you do to her? How did you change her?” Mori jabbed the gun towards Ewing. 

“What did Marconi do to her?" 

Ewing shook his head. "We did what was necessary for the program. We let her have 

what she wanted in the first place." 
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“Impossible,” Mori breathed. Kamiya had only been missing for three weeks. Her skin 

flexed as the unborn child inside stretched. She appeared to be late term, on the verge of giving 

birth. 

"Do you want to see?" Ewing teased. 

"What?" Mori breathed. "What are you talking about?" 

“This is Child Fifty,” he replied. Ewing pinched a section of the scar until it lifted from 

her skin. It peeled away from her body leaving a glossy adhesive film behind. He discarded the 

fleshy thing on the floor and dug his fingers into the remaining cut. “Have to be careful here.” 

Ewing pulled Kamiya’s flesh away from her body. 

"What are you doing?" Mori jammed the gun into Ewing's shoulder. "What the hell are 

you doing?" 

"Showing you," he answered calmly. "Look." 

Ewing stretched Kamiya's skin up to her breasts. There was no blood. Only a thin veneer 

of lotion clung to what was inside. A clear plastic sphere, a sac, rested in a synthetic housing. 

Chemical heavy odors, like alcohol, permeated from the housing. White, rib-like clamps held the 

sphere in place. A packet rested to the side. Fluid flowed through hair-thin tubes into a fully 

developed fetus which was suspended in pink liquid. A leg kicked against the plastic.  

Crisscross lattice fibers held Kamiya's innards away from the sac. Most were discolored 

and damaged, crushed into a plastic housing. 

Mori reeled at the sight, unable to keep his weapon up. “What the hell is this?” 

"This is our last development," Ewing explained as he stared lovingly at the fetus. "Years 

of research, of finding the right traits...all of the horrible things we've done come to this. This is 

the future of our species." 
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Mori lowered his gun, unable to keep his attention on Ewing. He stared at the sac, at the 

fleshy child in Kamiya's body, and his mind left him. "How many people did you kill?" 

"A few thousand," Ewing replied proudly. 

"For this?"  

"We took a sample of the population. Not even an appreciable percentage. All the people 

we brought in here were forgotten. You know the type. You deal with them all the time. They 

were lost geniuses. Recessive athletic specimens. Disease and addiction resistant. Now they 

mean something. Altered to become dominant and now? All of their data is in this child." 

"Data? They were people!" 

"What does that mean in Tokyo? Or Moscow? New York? You think anyone's looking 

for people there? How many times did you go through Shibuya? How many people did you step 

over there?" 

Mori tapped the gun against his leg. He could not think straight. None of this seemed 

real. Not just hundreds, as horrible as that would have been, but thousands of people were taken 

by Ewing. He killed them for his insane idea. 

"How many did you make?" Mori seethed. "How many are like this one?" 

"She's the fiftieth. The last one." 

"Where are they?" 

"Gone." 

Mori tapped the gun just loud enough to remind Ewing that his situation had not changed. 

Ewing did not seem to agree. "You found Kamiya." 

"There are forty-nine others like her, right?" 

"Yes." 
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"That's forty-nine new people I have to find." 

"Good luck with that," Ewing huffed. "Most are already out of the country." 

"Where did you take them?" 

"Somewhere else." 

"Where?" Ewing didn't deserve to go to Prefectural. He didn't deserve to live. Mori found 

Yamamura and she died. He found Kamiya. She would likely die. He found Ewing. It was right 

for him to die. 

"Make it easy," Mori warned. "Or I end..." 

The bullet tore through his arm just above the wrist, shattering his bone and nearly 

ripping his hand clean off. Mori howled, dropped to his knee, and clutched his wounded arm to 

his gut. Blood seeped through his coat, its warmth trickling down towards his groin. 

"You're a hard man to find," a voice called. "Ironic for a finder." 

Ewing raced away towards the shooter. Mori scooted away, smearing blood with his knee 

as he searched for cover. He glanced back to see the same man who was at Yamagata clinic in 

Akihabara approach, a broad toothy grin stretched across his face. 

"What took you so long?" Ewing blared. "Did you take care of the others?" 

"Of course. Expensive, but I got it done." 

"You're Marconi," Mori realized. He ducked behind Kamiya's gurney, betting that neither 

wanted to risk hitting their project. He reached for a nearby medical case, snatching bandages, 

gauze, and line of tubing.  

"That's me,” he replied. “A bit of advice: you should probably think about getting your 

fucking shots." 

"You'd like that," Mori winced as he tended to his wound. 
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"As a matter of fact, yes,” Marconi laughed. “Would have made my life a little easier." 

Mori wound the tube around his forearm until it could not be any tighter. He packed the 

wound with medicated gauze and then hurriedly applied the bandage. Nanomachines in the 

gauze would see to the worst damage in the wound. 

"Mr. Mori," Ewing called out. "There's no way out of here. No other exits. No hidden 

paths. Everything is locked down." 

Mori looked to his computer, ready to contact Cartwright for help. 

"She won't answer," Marconi called. "Ms. Cartwright and I had a series of interesting 

conversations. Oh, and some seriously good coffee." 

"Shit," Mori exhaled. Cartwright was likely dead. "How did you find her?" 

"She kept asking about Yamamura. Talked too much. I'm always listening for the right 

words." 

"Look," Ewing shouted. "You're not getting through this. Come out. Make it quick. 

Marconi will make your death anything you want it to be." 

"I want to die killing you," Mori countered. 

"Anything except that." 

Mori fell against the base of the gurney, the pain in his arm numbed by the gauze. His 

clothes were soaked with blood. Fatigue began to set in as he came to terms with his hopeless 

situation. 

Marconi set the trap perfectly, baiting it with the perfect fodder for both Mori and 

Yamashita. The others, Yamashita and his team, were dead. Mori never stood a chance. Kamiya 

never stood a chance. None of them had any hope of stopping Ewing. He felt weak, close to 

death and ready for it to come. It was the way, he thought.  
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"Tokyo," he whispered. 

"What did you say?" Ewing shouted.  

"I can't stand," Mori replied. "You'll have to come and get me." 

"Go get him," he heard Ewing whisper. 

Not long after, Marconi appeared at the foot the bed. He promptly fired a bullet into 

Mori's knee. Mori screamed at the new explosion of agony, tumbled over, and gripped his 

pulverized joint. He then felt Marconi pull him from the floor as if he were nothing more than a 

rag. The killer wrapped his arm around Mori's back and pulled him towards the exit. 

"I think you missed his head," Ewing spat. 

Marconi paused. "What I'm good at. What you're good at. Last warning." He then hoisted 

Mori closer. 

"What are you...doing?" Mori mumbled. 

"There's a lot we need to talk about." 
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Chapter 11 

Tokyo 

Marconi injected Mori with three patches containing ZN Systems before dragging him 

back to surface. The blood clotted at his wrist. His knee no longer bothered him. Mori wondered 

why he would do that. Maybe, he thought, Marconi wanted a fresh kill. 

The assassin kept silent as he took Mori away from Ewing's hidden station. Mori looked 

to the street in the shadows, hoping that help might be waiting there. The city police, the 

Prefectural Service, none of them had come. No one would come. No one would care. He would 

die just like the other people in the city. They passed through a column of dusty sunlight; the 

sudden intense light hurt his eyes.  

"Do you like art?" Marconi wondered. 

"Art?" Mori muttered. "What are you talking about?" 

"Fine art. You know, paintings, sculptures, lots of naked people who're about five kilos 

too big to pose for nudes? Yeah? Fine art?" 

Mori did not reply. He was not about to give Marconi the satisfaction of toying with his 

kill before the deed was done. 
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"I liked him,” he continued. “Sota. I know you worked with him. You know, I wanted to 

be the one to kill him, but I'd already dipped too much for one day. Could have made it better." 

"What does that mean?" Mori spat, his foot dragging against broken stone. 

"Cleaner, easier, no questions left,” he answered, hoisting Mori up. “Almost there." 

They crested a pile of rubble and then came to an old staircase that descended into a 

ruddy, grimy plaza. Two marble benches sat off to the side. More light shone through the ruins, 

falling on one of the benches and illuminating an old painting.  

Marconi dropped Mori to the bench and then went to the painting. It was faded, cut, and 

the bottom left in tatters. A woman with olive skin, flowing white robes, and a spear in her hand 

led an army of shadows and lost figures towards a brighter side of the painting. 

"I have no clue what the hell this means," Marconi toned.  

Mori did not say anything. No need for a conversation. If he was going to die, he did not 

want to humor the bastard with the gun. 

"I bet you feel the same way." Marconi approached, his weapon still in his grip. He 

smiled a knowing kind of smile at Mori. "So how do you want to die today?" Mori did not 

reply.  "I see. So, it's my choice? I can do that." Marconi stepped to the side of the bench and 

pressed the pistol to Mori's temple. "One and done. Suicide for the overworked finder. Nothing 

has meaning anymore, just death and death and death. Would that work?" 

Mori stayed silent. 

"Or maybe three to the heart." Marconi stepped in front of the bench, levied the gun to 

Mori's chest, and pressed the trigger. "Dead doing the right thing. And it is the right thing, isn’t' 

it?" 
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Mori peered at him, noticing that his smile was not as pronounced as before. He held the 

gun in a lazy way, meaning any shot would likely pass to the side. 

"Now," Marconi continued, "I could kill you in fifty different ways to tell a hundred 

different stories that no one would care about. Just another dead man in the piles. Does that 

sound good to you?" 

Mori did not reply. 

"Now Mr. Mori, understand that I could go back and cut Ms. Cartwright's liver out or you 

can answer my fucking question. Does it sound good to you?" 

"No," Mori replied, stunned to attention at the possibility Cartwright was still alive. "It 

doesn't." 

"Why?” Marconi wondered, a twitch cutting against his eye. “You'll be dead so why the 

hell do you care?" 

Mori murmured, "Doesn't sound good." 

"You know," Marconi breathed, "it doesn't sound good to me, either." He lowered the 

gun and sat next to Mori. "I can kill you, Mr. Mori, right here and now and no one will care." 

"Probably," he agreed, not looking at Marconi. 

"Ewing talks a lot about life,” he continued. “Doing the right thing for the future. I never 

really cared about it. I just played along because that seemed to be fun. But then you saw me and 

I thought I was dead." 

"Taste of your own shit." 

"That is right, isn't it?" Marconi nodded slowly. "It must be how it feels." 

"Good," Mori spat. "Good that you know. I hope you think about it every time you 

remember the people you killed." 
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"Hard not to,” he said lowly, as if he were caught in his thoughts. Then he leaned closer 

and asked, "Why are people afraid of death?" 

"Most people want to live," Mori answered. 

"Even in this kind of place?" 

"Yes." 

"Why?" 

"Better than nothing." 

"That means death is nothing?" 

"As far as I can tell." 

"Life is something. Better to have something than nothing. Interesting." Marconi stood, 

stretched his arms, and then raised his gun towards Mori's face. "I was told to make your death 

whatever you wanted. So how do you want to die?" 

Mori looked straight to Marconi's eyes. "Just do it and get it over with." 

"Tell me how you want to die," Marconi challenged. 

"Just shoot me." 

"Is that what you want?" 

"It doesn't matter what I want." 

"Do you want me to shoot you?" 

"Shut up and do it." 

"Answer the question," Marconi urged. "Do you want me to shoot you? Is that how you 

want to die? Do you want to do die? Mr. Mori? You just told me most people want to live. So, do 

you want to die? Do you want me to shoot you? Do you want nothing instead of something?" 

Mori answered without thinking. "I don't know." 
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"I found something today," Marconi said. "I know that I would rather have that than 

nothing. I know that I want more of it." Marconi stepped close. "How many people did you keep 

from nothing?" 

"I don't know." 

"Do you want to live, Mr. Mori? Or do you want this bullet?" 

"I want to live." 

"Why?" Marconi barked. "Why? What does it mean?" 

"I don’t know,” Mori snapped. “I don’t know what it means. I just know that I want 

something. I want something tomorrow. Even with all of this shit, I want something tomorrow.” 

"Even you want something," Marconi toned. "As much as you have seen and as bad as it 

is in this place, you still want to live. Now that is interesting." Marconi smiled at Mori. "Thank 

you for the education. Unfortunately, that is our time. Let’s come to an easy conclusion," the 

killer started. "One to the head, or three to, pop-pop-pop, the chest?" 

"The chest," he replied. He pointed above his lung. "Right here." 

"I can do that," Marconi grinned as he lowered the gun. 

 

# 

A clock on the wall read nine o’clock. On time, he thought. As he said he would be. Not 

a minute late and none of the day’s events advertised on his clothes or face. It had been a good 

day. All issues were resolved, all troubles for Ewing’s projects were dealt away with. Police 

were sifting through the remains of the events at Oimachi.  
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Now that Ewing was away to Taipei, the Tokyo police would never be able to reach him 

or his project. The Centre was an issue, though a few simple reports suggesting his body was 

destroyed in Oimachi would keep them from prying too much. 

False reports to the media would keep the situation suitably muddled. News reported that 

the police were lured to a site where they were ambushed with a chemical agent and taken 

hostage. Without a survivor, Marconi had to work a little more of his magic to make sure the 

truth about the facility ever reached the public. As he implanted the news into the minds of the 

reporters and investigators, he considered how much he would enjoy watching them scramble to 

save the lives of dead men. All of it would be for nothing and the people would eventually come 

to the horrible realization that rescue had always been impossible. A new threat would drive the 

city mad.  

He considered that. Yet, as he was implanting his version of events, he remembered 

Cartwright’s prayers. The life was not necessarily a life cut from the rest of the world. It rippled, 

it affected, and it bled into other lives with such overpowering force that at the prospect of death 

a woman spoke to an effigy.  

Marconi wondered what the dying officers thought as the reducer ate away at their flesh. 

Did they have a moment like Cartwright? Did they wonder about others? Did they have a child 

or a grandchild that they asked to forgive them? 

And those children, how would they respond to the news? Just the prospect as his leaving 

made Zhou sad. Not only sad, he realized, but the fear hit her with the sort of misery that he 

never wanted experience. Hope, he realized, was a terrible thing. Most of his victims were led to 

false hope because he enjoyed how they broke down after realizing survival was in fact hopeless. 
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The story changed. The police in Oimachi were victims caught in an attack against the 

Oimachi facility by a disaffected group. Evidence would show that the ones responsible were 

also killed in a brief exchange with police. Nathaniel would be a hero, as much as that pained 

him. Yamashita and the others would be added to a list of officers lost in the line of duty. Not 

because he cared for them, no, he was still glad they were dead. 

No, Marconi did that because he wanted the world to look away. He wanted them forgo 

hope before they fell into that trap. Families left behind wouldn’t wait for answers. They 

wouldn’t wait for fathers or mothers to come back. Just let them have the deaths. No more 

torture for them.  

The city would still be confused and unable to reveal what they knew really happened. 

The Centre would never come forward for fear of scandal. Their own private tip of the spear 

intelligence turned against them would ruin their sterling reputation. 

Marconi checked the clock on the wall again. It read a minute past nine. After clearing he 

throat, he knocked three times and waited. He hoped she would answer. He hoped she believed 

that he would be there. The feeling burned him. Hope never came alone. It always came with 

fear and Marconi did not like to feel afraid. 

I hope she is there. 

She won’t come. 

I know she will. 

She’s moved on without you. 

She saw me. 

She saw you. 
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Just as he reached to knock again, the old latch snapped from inside the apartment. The 

door opened and Zhou’s face appeared. “Hello,” she said with a smile. She then opened the door, 

stood in the center of the little lobby with an excited shiver coursing through her body. 

“I’m sorry I’m a little late,” he said. 

“You’re not late,” she said sweetly. “I am happy you’re here.” 

“Me too,” he said. “Very happy.” 

Marconi stepped into Zhou’s apartment, took her into his arms, and nuzzled her neck. A 

new thought occurred to him as her arms wrapped around his neck. He was, more than he had 

ever been before, a human being. 

A good end to a good day. He stared into her eyes. “A good beginning,” he whispered. 

“A very good beginning.” 

 

# 

 

The city continued through the day without any concern given to the deaths of Ryan 

Yamashita and his team despite the news’ constant reporting on the attack that killed them. 

Yamamura Ayame became less than a shadow in the dark, erased from a world she once found a 

place within. Helen and Robert Teague were added to the statistic, stripped of their names and 

relegated to nothing more than numbers. Hasegawa Sota’s voice faded to meaningless static, his 

endeavors and work to expose the corruption of a cornerstone lost forever. No thoughts were 

allowed regarding their purpose, the reasons why they lived and why the died. 
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These were lives. Experiences taken, futures denied, tragedies gone unnoticed. Hopes for 

success and family denied. Dreams of an escape in a shared life broken. Prayers for renewal and 

future unheard. The dedication for a better tomorrow cut away.  

And the city continued. The upper city hummed with activity. The middle towns drowned 

in the dark. The lower city stayed secret beneath it all. Those millions of lives, made and 

unmade, living and wandering, continued in their anonymity.  
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Epilogue 

Ghosts 

 

The red was no longer warm. It was thick, syrupy, and messy on the floor. The 

foreigner's face was peaceful, frozen in an empty stare towards nothing. His girlfriend was the 

same, but her head was tucked strangely. 

Four others died minutes before, their suicide pact seen through to the end. When her 

friends made the cuts, they did so quickly and smoothly. Blood gushed from the slices in the 

veins, pouring out to the floor and drenching her legs with warm, crimson fluid.  

She was set to do the same thing, though she hesitated. It was the sight of them, the way 

the twitched and writhed on the ground, all knowing vanishing from their eyes. They were dead 

before their bodies realized it. Those last few moments, as if their muscles forgot to stop moving, 

took all of her desire to cut her own wrists. 

They told it would be a good way to go. They said she would sleep and when they found 

her, she would be beautiful. They were not beautiful. Five people she knew as her friends were 

gone. They were just piles of meat in pools of blood She did not want to be like that. She wanted 

to be beautiful like they promised. 

The razor felt weightless in her fingers. Four times she moved to make the first cut and 

four times she pulled it away. Unable to kill herself, unable to go home, alone in a room with the 

bodies of her dead friends, Maeda Ritsuko cried, calling out in whispers for someone to help her. 

She begged the nothing men to make the cuts for her. She begged the same things to take the 

blade away. 
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“Through here.” 

The muffled voice was just audible over her own sobs. Ritsuko waited to see who was 

outside of the room. The door cracked open. Three men entered. Two were dressed in white 

medical uniforms while the third was dressed in all black. The medical men moved straight to 

the corpses. The man in black approached her. 

“Maeda Ritsuko,” he spoke to her as he reached for the razor. “You are Maeda Ritsuko, 

yes?” 

“I am,” she sobbed, letting him take the razor from her grip. “Are you going to do it for 

me?” She offered her wrists to him. 

“No,” he said. “I’m here to take you away.” 

“I can’t go home,” she wept. “I can’t go back there.” 

“I’m not taking you there,” he assured her, draping his coat over her shoulders. “I’m 

taking you to a facility where you can get help. It’s in Niijima.” The man in black turned to the 

medical men. “The others?” 

“Already gone,” one replied. “We should have been quicker. We have no excuse.” 

“We still have this one,” he said. “Cartwright,” he spoke as he looked away. “Contact 

Naomi and tell her we have one for rehabilitation.” A moment later he nodded and said, “Good. 

Named Maeda.” 

“Am I going to be okay?” Ritsuko asked, gripping the coat tighter. 

“Yes,” he replied. “Yes, you will be.” 

 

# 
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Mori Atsushi stood outside of the under-city structure as the bodies of the dead teenagers 

were pushed to the back of the ambulances. Teruo had been on time. However, the group 

changed locations at the last second. No doubt one of them knew they were close to being found. 

Suicide pacts were becoming a much larger problem in Tokyo. Young people, caught in 

the lower wards of the city, were increasingly turning to death over the escape drugs offered. 

Finding the missing took on new urgency. Finding one alive was better than none. 

“Sorry about this,” Teruo said, approaching with quick apologetic bows. “Thought we 

could get to them.” 

“Sometimes we miss,” Mori toned. “Sometimes things slip by. But we saved one.” 

“True.” Teruo anxiously scratched the back of his head. “I’d understand it if you think we 

didn’t deserve pay this time.” 

“Sato will handle it. Get in touch with her in the morning.” Mori stepped around the man, 

making his way towards his vehicle. It was good end to an otherwise difficult day. 

Most of the news involved memorials for the team at Oimachi. Twenty-two police, 

including his old partner Ryan Yamashita, were killed in an ambush by a domestic terror group. 

Names of the victims were scrawled on a plaque erected at Prefectural Headquarters. While he 

and Yamashita rarely agreed on much, he was still a friend. It had been a year since his death. 

It had also been a year since his own death after finding a missing man in Ueno went 

wrong. Mori was shot six times, four time in the chest. Doctors declared his survival a miracle as 

all of his wounds were superficial. His knee’s constant aching felt like anything but superficial. 

“Atsushi.” Naomi’s voice chimed in his ear. “I have a room at the facility for Maeda. She 

will be welcome there tonight.” 
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“That’s good,” he said as he unlocked his vehicle. “Naomi,” he spoke before entering, 

“how are you holding up?” 

“I’m fine,” she answered. “I met with Ryan’s family today. They are keeping it together.” 

“That’s good,” he said. “Very good. And the children?” 

“A bit harder,” she said. “They are with them tonight. And you? Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. Knee hurts,” he said. “But I’m fine. I’ll be at the office a little later to discuss the 

expansion with city police.” 

“That sounds good,” she hummed. “They’re looking forward to getting ahead of this 

problem.” 

“Good. I’ll see you then.” Mori tapped the center console to bring up the vehicle’s 

computer. He plotted a course to the nearest izakaya. He needed a drink to relax. 

It had been a year since he nearly died, a year since he lost his friend, and a year since his 

life changed. Tokyo was still the city of lost lives, the place where people were born to be 

forgotten. It was still the sprawl of synthetic life divided between those in the light and the others 

in the darkening shade of the lower cities. 

Since returning to those darker places, Mori had taken a new perspective on it all. It was 

a world of horrors, but he could carve tangible fragments of hope from the ugliness that acted as 

the mortar to the structure. It was no longer a job feigning virtue. It was virtue in the job. 

Maeda Ritsuko was the fiftieth person he had pulled from the darkness since he started 

again. Fifty in one year was a good pace. He did not dwell on the numbers that much. Fifty, 

however, had a stronger connotation.  

A memory flickered across his mind. A woman, not much older that Maeda, resting on 

her back, pregnant, and lost. The child inside, visible to him, had no name. Only a designation.  
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“Fifty,” he whispered. “Fifty. I need to find fifty.”  

Mori stared out to the busy scene, noticing Teruo guide Maeda towards a special vehicle. 

A woman survived. One woman against fifty. For a moment it all seemed to be for nothing, that 

his work should be elsewhere. Fifty other lives were lost outside the sprawl and he knew no one 

was looking. Fifty lives taken, he remembered. Mori did not understand what it meant. 

A message appeared in his console, a new missing person. Cartwright noted a special 

condition. It was a discreet search which meant that it was likely a wealthy individual looking for 

their child. 

“Open the message,” he instructed the computer. Lines of data appeared detailing a 

young man. A code was required to receive the name. Mori pressed his thumb to the screen to 

open the genetically coded lock. The name appeared. 

 

  

 

 


