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INTRODUCTION




John Helfers




It is my great pleasure to welcome you to Drawing Destiny, the third anthology of original Shadowrun short stories, all centered around one of the biggest things to be introduced to the SR universe since Dunkelzahn’s assassination (okay, maybe not that big, but it’s still pretty big).

The Sixth World Tarot was born from the ingenious mind of Loren Coleman at the 2014 Gen Con, and from the moment I heard what he had planned for both it and the game in general, I knew we had to do a collection of short fiction based around the deck itself. A living magical and metaphysical object basically capable of altering reality to suit either its or its holder’s desires…or not—what could be more Shadowrun-y than that?

Of course, no Shadowrun artifact would be complete without being, well, adapted to better fit into the Sixth World. Featuring stunning original artwork by Echo Chernick, the Awakened Tarot both is and isn’t the tarot deck you may be familiar with. The identities and aspects of certain cards have been modifed to better suit the dangerous future world the deck now exists in. Also, the “living” aspect is quite correct—as the universe’s timeline progresses, some cards will change their images as they affect and are affected by world events.

When I put forth the call for stories involving the Awakened Tarot, the response was not only overwhelming, but overwhelmingly positive. Of course, given the wide-ranging nature of the Sixth World Tarot, the stories cover a wide range of themes and characters as well. Some are straightforward (or as straightforward as a Shadowrun story gets) encounters with a tarot card, for better or worse. Some stories deal with the aspects of a particular card, and how those can impact a character or team’s actions or mission. And some are more esoteric, delving more deeply into both the near-infinite nature of the tarot deck itself as well as the plots and schemes constantly being hatched and carried out all over the Sixth World. And when both of those collide, the results can be spectacular…or they can be very quiet. The aftereffects of these encounters, however, are sure to be felt down the line at some point.

This anthology features many returning authors, such as Michael A. Stackpole, Jennifer Brozek, Chris A. Jackson, Kai O’Connal, Aaron Rosenberg, Steven S. Long, R.L. King, Malik Toms, Russell Zimmerman, and Jason M. Hardy. I’m also pleased to bring more authors into the dark world of Shadowrun anthologies. Some, like CZ Wright and Scott Schletz, have already written excellent short fiction for the RPG. Others such as Lucy A. Snyder, Josh Vogt, Jaym Gates, David Ellenberger, Monica Valentinelli, Devon Oratz, R.J. Thomas, O.C. Presley, Bill Aguiar, and Jeffrey Halket, are diving into the fictional side of the world for the first time.

I’m very pleased to include all of them in this volume, and hope that you enjoy their stories as much as I did. So turn the page and enjoy this collection of Shadowrun stories that all hinge, in one way or another, on the turn of a card…








SNIPS AND SNAILS AND BINARY TRAILS:

A WOLF AND RAVEN STORY




(THE MATRIX)




MICHAEL A. STACKPOLE




“Forget her role in this, Longtooth. Your plan is flawed.” The Old One growled from the depths of my soul. “You are a hunter, not a trapper.”

Being that the Old One is a slice of the Wolf Spirit living inside me, he has an opinion about everything. And by opinion, I mean complaint. His general solution to any problem is the direct application of sharp fangs to soft throats. I tended to agree with him in this particular case—but we didn’t share the same order of events. Kill first wasn’t really a starter in this case, and wouldn’t become so, no matter how much he insisted.

I stopped short of telling him, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven,” because he’s not a huge fan of the Bible. Kind of makes sense, since it was stories written for shepherds, and he claims to predate the deity to which it’s devoted. Moreover, he’d be quick to remind me that “A time to die,” comes pretty hard on the heels of my quote, and he’d be damned smug about it.

“You just hate being trapped in concrete canyons reeking of sour man-scent.”

“Better a city of maned apes than what you plan for us.”

“I won’t say you’re wrong, but there isn’t any choice.” I brushed my fingers over the silver wolf’s-head pendant at my throat. I took a moment to relish that last true sensation—preferring it to the press of the ’trode coronet tight against my head. My fingers slid down to the launch button on the deck and I let them hover. “Third time is the charm.”

I hit the button and launched myself into the Matrix. Light flashed—not before my eyes, but behind them, in my mind. In the world of meat I became another zombie, jacked into a deck at the back of a bar. My eyes saw nothing, not the babydoll heads hanging from the ceiling, not the neon signs blinking out their last moments. I couldn’t smell anything, either—in the Weed, that was a blessing. Bodies jostled mine, music made ears bleed, but I wasn’t there.

Instead I was in the Weed of the Matrix, full of bright lights and soothing sounds—no dented metal, no browned bloodstains, and a place anointed with an industrial scent sold as “Antiseptic Ambrosia.” The Weed’s owner hadn’t spent much nuyen building the dive’s virtual twin. Still, it let me imagine that if I ordered a cold beer, I might actually get what I wanted without a side of Hep-J. I especially liked that the virtual bartender had more teeth in his smile that the entire night shift had in the real world.

In the Matrix, beauty doesn’t just run skin deep, it goes all the way down to your credit limit. No one was what they appeared to be. Case in point, I appeared to be a golden-haired little boy, all dressed up to play Robin Hood in some charter school production of Ivanhoe.

The Old One howled with disgust. He thought I should have been a puppy.

Back a decade or three ago, the very first time I jacked into the Matrix, I hadn’t been much older than the kid’s form I’d appropriated. Back then, the flash of light condensed itself down into a safety box. Looked like a little boy’s bedroom. Blue walls, team poster of the Seattle Seadogs on the wall above faded dinosaur pictures. A few dinosaur toys and a baseball mitt and sheets with teddy bears on them—nothing too stimulating. The orphanage wanted us to feel secure, but not excited enough to need tranking. Normal room to make us normal—normal, that is, if you didn’t live in a dank dormitory for unwanted kids.

That safety room had a window that looked out on the Matrix. Wasn’t much more than a dark skyline in the distance. Below it and up both sides, bookcases had been filled with volumes of various sizes and bindings. That wasn’t because of any sense of tradition—the orphanage’s software was about ten revs behind the rest of the world. If I wanted to know anything about anything, all I had to do was find the right book on the shelf.

What could go wrong? It was all secure—despite the orphanage’s software package being that old. The orphanage had nothing of value in it. Not even us kids. If we had value, after all, we wouldn’t be there. The safety room was more than safe enough.

I think they even did a study to prove it.

The monsters out in the Matrix had a different perspective—and likely hacked the stats in that study to make sure no one saw it through their eyes. They looked at the safety room the way a fox looks at a chicken coop. One ten revs old. And while they saw us kids as disposable, too, they still had use for us.

Some of them even recycled.

I’d avoided being a stat in the victim column of other studies, and went on to a fine career of monster killing in the company of Doctor Raven and his other associates. Didn’t give me much time for Matrix adventures, and then I mostly rode sidecar to a real decker. Valerie Valkyrie, Doc Raven’s resident IT goddess, liked driving, and the monsters stayed as far away from her as they could get.

Time to get moving. I walked out of the binary copy of the Weed. A hooded green cloak shrouded me one step past the door. It had been a gift from a monster, coded specially for the boy I appeared to be. Val had explained how it was really just a software package that spat values to variables and shot messages to lurking bits of code. Those programs would shoot off other messages, then kill themselves, immediately destroying any link to the person who’d made the cloak.

I didn’t really understand all she was saying, but the Old One reduced it to basic terms that worked well. This world has your scent, and winds carry it to the monster. Because of the cloak, and the intricate plots the monster put together, I called him the Weaver. I wanted to call him the Weevil, but Raven cautioned against underestimating him.

And in the Old One’s opinion, I insulted weevils.

Just outside the Weed, the Seattle of the Matrix spread out before me. The city’s virtual appearance wasn’t much better than the Weed’s real one. Old software, older servers, and a tiny budget for maintenance meant the landscape remained dark to save zettabytes in graphics storage. As with the Weed, business owners preferred spending on their interiors instead of the outside, the trick being to keep patrons inside instead of letting them waltz out into the darkness.

I started down a street, waiting for structures to shift. A step here, a step there, and change blossomed. The larger corporations projected images that promoted their brand. Strength. Security. Intelligence. Matrix wizards spent endless hours and fabulous amounts of money creating images that dominated subjective reality the moment you moved within draw-distance. Sumitomo. Lone Star. All the big corporate names became lighthouses in the darkness. Urban renewal in a nanosecond. They created brilliance and order in a world of darkness and shabby chaos—suggesting that as in virtual, so it was in reality.

Corporate deckers, they weren’t the only ones who could warp the Matrix’s reality. Most deckers learned how to do some of that. Little things, here and there—a little graffiti to let the world know they existed. A little more to be part of guerrilla marketing campaigns—adding soothing sounds to a public space, or random animations to make the Matrix a bit more weird. Sometimes they hired out to clean up that kind of work—a graphics-oriented protection racket. Nice site you have here. Be a shame if something happened to it.

The Weaver knew to do more. Much more. How much more I didn’t know, and Val didn’t even offer a guess. Until he’d come to Doctor Raven’s attention, she’d not had even a hint of his existence. That left her a whole lot more frightened than I’d ever seen.

But Doc said we’d deal with him, and that worked for me. Raven’s a whole bunch of paradox poured into a mold you figure to be Native American just before you notice he’s also an Elf. Man of science. Man of magick. He solves problems for people who can never pay him back, and does so at the expense of those who figure they’re beyond mortal concepts like justice and compassion.

The Weaver was one of those problems that needed solving. He lurked just outside those the safe rooms. He stalked bored children whose parents gave them everything they wanted—guaranteeing the kids would want none of it. The Weaver studied them and the things they liked. Not necessarily forbidden things, though that appeal couldn’t be denied. His victims wanted connection and novelty. They wanted people who paid attention to them, sympathized with them, and shared the things in which they delighted.

And when those kids slipped out of the safe rooms, he pounced. The Weaver invited them to tour with him, promising fun and adventure. He shared secrets with them. Shared patiently, waiting, grooming, encouraging, and teaching. He promised and delivered, earning trust so he could later harvest innocence.

I turned left and walked into the Fujiwara Center—the accessible part of Fujiwara’s Matrix presence. Most of the people dressed respectably for business, but I didn’t stand out. In fact, no one paid me any attention. That most basic access level of the center provided a whole host of consumer services and showcases for Fujiwara industrial and entertainment properties. Every visitor was a potential customer that the staff took great pains to avoid insulting. The customer was always right, no matter how they chose to dress.

The center felt very much like a consumer mall, save that people blinked in and out of existence with staccato regularity. Depending on how much people had spent on their decks and software—and whatever their native decking skills were—they could access data at blinding speeds. Some of them appeared as little more than blurs. Others wouldn’t be visible at all and, from their point of view, the rest of us looked like torpid ghosts.

The Old One snarled. “This is blasphemy, Longtooth.” No matter how real the sensory input seemed, everything was an illusion. The Old One didn’t know what to trust. Not just because he could get more information from a brief sniff of a weak wind, but because the illusion could shift in a nanosecond, and never had to be anchored with reality beyond a slender cable leading into a deck.

Deeper in the center, through layers of ice above and below us, deckers worked at breaking into the Fujiwara mainframes and security forces fought to withstand their attacks. Because of all that covert warfare going on, Valerie instructed me to pass through at least one of the larger mainframes on each outing. The Weaver’s code proved really good at erasing itself, but with so much going on in a center, the chance that a scrap of his binary magic might survive general havoc made the detour useful.

I emerged from my corporate sojourn, and my true journey began as expected. There, to the right, peeking out of an alley, stood a small green-woman. She appeared to be a sprite, a half-meter high, with wooden flesh and a luscious green-leaf mane. She looked a lot like a character in the Wysteria fantasy novels—close enough to be familiar, different enough to be exotic. Playful. Beckoning and teasing. She winked at me, then ducked back into the shadows.

I followed quickly, the cloak flapping and snapping as I ran. More values to variables. Into the alley and then through, the decker’s world transformation beginning slowly and subtly. The alley’s wet concrete gave way to crushed stone at the start of a path into woods. Skyscrapers became trees. Bodegas turned to underbrush. As I spun to look, the alley disappeared into a dark tunnel through more of a forest. The human landscape had given way to a woodlands that should have made the Old One rejoice.

“But it is a trap, Longtooth.”

And such a beautiful one. Clouds parted overhead, allowing golden sunlight to splash down. The garden I’d run into evaporated into a glade. Wildflowers in red and blue and yellow exploded into bloom. A soft breeze made long, green grasses dance. The sun’s kiss warmed me. My virtual face smiled because, as my profiles and records had noted, my hideous asthma made this sylvan slice of nature a deathtrap full of pollens that would suffocate me.

But the Weaver made sure I felt secure. He shared this with me, and guaranteed I wouldn’t be hurt. More trust built.

I had no true idea of what the other traps had looked like, or how many had fallen afoul of them. None of us ever would. The Weaver had worked hard to make sure unraveling his byzantine schemes would be incredibly difficult—and even managed to silence his victims’ parents once he’d stolen the children and discarded them after use.

By the time his young friends had shared enough about themselves that the hunter could fully ensnare them, they provided him a means to learn their parents’ deepest and darkest secrets. Once he’d taken a child, he’d erase all traces of their  existence. He’d then inform the parents that if they went to authorities, he’d expose their secrets. Their child’s innocence would pay for the parents’ guilt, poisoning the souls of those forced into that bargain.

He even tossed in a promise that he’d make sure no one else got their other children, as if that were balm for heartbreak.

Had it not been for his ego, he’d likely have gone to his grave with his crimes unnoticed. But Raven got wind of a child who had inexplicably vanished and, through a variety of means, obtained familial DNA samples. No John Doe samples in the Seattle morgue matched that family. Val figured the coroner’s database had been hacked, so she ran the previous twenty months through decryption and found a match for the missing child.

And several other samples that decrypted with the same key. Using other keys, she found seventeen matches going back five years. Doc figured the Weaver groomed multiple victims at a time, choosing which one he’d disappear whenever the victim had ripened properly. They’d vanish, he’d deal with the parents, and his last act would be to encipher DNA results if and when the bodies were ever found.

The encrypted DNA was the Weaver’s stack of trophies. They sat there in the database, hidden in plain sight. Evidence of his crimes existed, for those who knew where to look, and would reveal his horrid glory long after his death. Even though his success depended on no one knowing he was out there, he couldn’t abide the idea that his infamy would rot away with his own physical remains.

The breeze stiffened for a second, tickling my nose and making the flowers dance. Like a good magician’s flourish, the dance distracted me, just for a heartbeat. When I looked up again, the castle had appeared, there, on a hill, wolf’s-head pennants flying high atop white granite walls.

The castle came straight from the fantasy world of L. C. Ingold’s bestselling Wysteria novels, which my SwellReads® profile said I absolutely adored. I liked the stories—just the kind of thing any man would be happy reading to his son. I knew the books well enough, and had watched some of the video adaptations, to shore up that part of my role.

“He is here, Longtooth.”

“I know.”

As I had done on outings before, I sprang up and ran into the woods, following the green-woman’s laughter. Tall oaks spread their branches into a green canopy through which bits of sunlight twinkled like stars. So carefully had the hunter crafted the forest illusion, that even the loam felt soft beneath my feet. Though my avatar ran through a forest of ones and zeros, I could have easily believed I was in the forest outside Seattle, allowing the Old One his freedom.

On I ran toward Castle Wolfsbane. In the stories, it belonged to Brendan Rake, the Dolorous Knight of the Moon. Because of a curse, he went through life as a wolf-man, and had wondrous adventures fighting various villains like the Grim King and Lady Malice—with the villains always caught in a trap of their own manufacture. He did heroic deeds and righted wrongs with his youthful companion, with whom he spent a lot of time eating honey-cakes and training for knighthood—when not out killing things. The stories weren’t really much more sophisticated than retreaded Beauty and the Beast clones, but their target audience didn’t want much more. A tragic but gallant and always true knight who clearly loved them, but could never proclaim that love because of his terrible curse.

The Weaver played at being Sir Brendan incredibly well. Always polite and thankful. Always a bit shy and a touch morose. When deckers broke into his fantasy world, he’d vanquish them in short order. And the adventures he led his companions on were all spectacles of heroism, with a part for them to play. Just a tiny part, but one that turned the tide, and made Sir Brendan ever so grateful.

Then he’d wish, he’d start to confide, but would hold back. When pressed, he said that he could not thank his companion enough. He’d admit to it all being a game, but then would say, “At least, that is how it started…and now…well…” He’d say that he wanted to do something, but dared not. It would violate a trust. He couldn’t, even though he hoped his friend would like this memento of their friendship Sir Brendan had found. The Weaver couldn’t send it to him, unless, perhaps.… Maybe his friend had a trusted confederate, or a place to which it could be safely shipped. He could send it, and his friend could track the package’s progress—but it would have to be their secret.

And with the offer of a gift, and that promise, the Weaver inserted himself between parents and child.

The Weaver always kept his promise. He sent the gift. For me, the favor had been an exquisite, hand-painted medieval knight toy soldier from St. Petersburg—the European one. He’d chosen well. Not only did the soldier fit the Wysteria setting, but the knight’s crest was a fanciful thing that included clues about our past adventures.

It wasn’t the gift that really mattered, however, but the software used to track it. Once the victim linked in to monitor the package’s progress, a variety of viruses punched through protections inside the homes. They melted through ice and into proprietary systems. Sometimes they got through remote access portals and into corporate mainframes where the parents worked.

Valerie said that the only difference between that code and cancer was that cancer could be cured.

I ran through the end of the tunnel and there Sir Brendan stood. Tall, wearing black mail with a breastplate emblazoned with the wolf’s-head crest, he leaned on the hilt of his greatsword. Red eyes stared at me.

I waved.

He shook his head.

I tripped.

I fell forward, then tumbled into a depression which hadn’t been there a millisecond ago. Vines grew up through matted grasses. They curled themselves around my limbs, constricting like snakes and holding me fast. I struggled against them, but felt weaker than even the child I was supposed to be.

The Dolorous Knight suddenly loomed at my feet. “You have been clever, Mr. Kies, but not quite clever enough.”

Trapped inside the body of a little boy, I glared at him. “It wasn’t the code that give me away.”

“No, no, not really. Very well assembled for the child you were supposed to be.” The Weaver stroked the fur at the back of his head. “In fact, your infantile level of experience in the Matrix proved surprisingly convincing as a determinant of age. Your vocabulary and level of comprehension suggested you were poorly educated, and your delight in Ingold’s wretched stories hinted at emotional retardation. I employed a series of Turing tests of my own devising which determined you were, in fact, human. A dull human, but human none the less.”

I shrugged as much as I could. “I’m going to take that the way I heard it, not the way you meant it.”

“And thus you prove my point.” He leaned forward, supporting himself on the sword’s cross hilt. “Of course, were this one of these insipid Wysteria stories, this would be the point where I tell you my plans for the future. Then you would escape my clutches and, somehow, defeat me.”

“I’m betting you don’t really see yourself as the villain here.”

“Sorry to disappoint, no, I do not.” That sentence actually hung in the air in purple flames that quickly collapsed into greasy black smoke. “You should realize by now that your paralysis is physical. Despite your node-anonymizing software, I traced you back to this…place. The breeze you felt before the castle appeared, that was me insufflating you with Ket-7. I’ve given you enough that you will feel light-headed soon. Then you will suffocate in due course.”

“Ket-7? Old school.”

“A traditionalist, yes. And the drug is so easy to get for recreational purposes, it becomes untraceable.”

The Dolorous Knight crouched, then lunged forward and straddled my chest. He wasn’t there, his weight wasn’t pressing down on me, but my restricted breathing made it seem as if that was so. In the darkness at the center of my being, the Old One began to pant. “However, I am not cruel. I have with me a syringe of adrenaline sufficient to serve as an antidote. If you are cooperative.”

I already had to work at drawing a breath. “Define cooperative.”

“I’ll ask questions politely. You will answer truthfully and succinctly.” The knight bared his teeth. “Remember, I can overdose you more easily than I can save you.”

“Cooperative is my middle name.”

“Very well.” The big bad wolf rose and began to circle me. “Now, to begin…”

“I have no breath to waste here. You want to know how we found you.”

“Proceed.”

“We’ve found seventeen victims, with disappearances going back five years. All selected for age, affluence, weak family structure. No one outside your victim profile and no botched jobs.” I paused to catch my breath. “Doc Raven figures you’ve done this before, somewhere else, perfecting your method, then you came here. No one is looking for you, so you didn’t leave because things got hot.”

The wolf stared down. “And?”

“We spotted the victims after breaking your DNA encryption on the Jane Does. I think there are more out there.”

“Could be.” The wolf flashed fang; whether out of pride or irritation, I wasn’t sure. He opened his hands. “Interesting methodology, but less than illuminating about how you realized I existed.”

“None of the parents narced you out. They’re terrified of you, and don’t know anything anyway.” My muscles began to tingle. “But you want to know what we know about you, right?”

The wolf bared more fang. “The longer you drag this out, the smaller the chance I will save you.”

I would have smiled if I could have, because I was pretty sure that saving-ship had already sailed. “Well, once you get past the murdering, narcissistic, sociopathic thing who gets off on murdering little boys, and toss in that you have mad decking skills and feel you’re the smartest man in the Matrix, not a whole heck of a lot.”

I expected anger, but he surprised me. The Weaver slowly folded his arms over his chest. “How did you arrive at gender determination?”

“You say ‘I’ too much. Your notes, our conversations. A big muddy footprint that tells a lot.”

The wolf’s eyes narrowed. “I take it Doctor Raven drew that conclusion for you?”

“More of a committee decision.” I coughed as the virtual vines tightened around my chest. “If it wasn’t the code disguising me that did it, what gave me away?”

“A fair question.” He spread his arms. “Our adventures here were exciting and scary. While you said all the right things, your heart rate and respiration betrayed you. Your code correctly masked the actual numbers, but the eight-nanosecond delay after a shock-incident clued me into the mask’s presence. After that, things unraveled. This is, in fact, the third time I’ve seen you—in the flesh, that is—during one of our adventures.”

I wished I could have nodded. “You run code as a prelude to our adventures to keep me occupied while you can physically shift location without being jacked in.”

“Exactly. Less time in the Matrix, less data to trace.” The wolf chuckled. “I find myself amused that you never realized I’d seen through your deception.”

“You figured it out on our sixth little playdate, right?”

The wolf cocked its head.

“The first five times, that delay had been four nanoseconds.”

“Not possible.”

“Check your data.”

The Dolorous Knight’s eyes blazed red for a heartbeat—one lasting nine nanoseconds, for anyone keeping score. “It was four…But, if you knew…”

I reached down inside. “Now, Old One, if you don’t mind.”

The Old One howled with delight. “Overdose him on reality, Longtooth.”

He doesn’t really exist, of course. He’s just a figment of my imagination through which I access magic. He puts a brake on my using it, too. While I wanted speed and enough strength to tear a man in half, I got what I really needed.

Which, in this case, was adrenaline flooding through my system. Ket-7 might have been shutting me down, but the Old One pumped liters of go-juice into me. I sucked in breath and roared it back out.

Might have sounded more like a howl, actually.

I ripped the ’trodes off with my right hand, letting gritty reality slam into me. My left hand flicked out, punching the decker sitting next to me hard in the chest. He flew back, toppling others and smacking the back of his head on a rent-a-deck console.

I pounced on him, dropping my full weight on his ribcage. Might have heard a snap. Or two.

The Weaver looked about as much like the Dolorous Knight as the Weed looked like a safe place to eat. Slender build, acne scars, thinning hair. I figured he had the mange. A wire ran from a socket behind his ear into the console he’d been sitting at. I yanked it hard, not caring which end came free, or what bits came with it.

He shivered beneath me. “You wanted me to know…”

“Disappointing that you took so long to figure it out.” I jerked my head toward the console he’d jacked into. “But you were so happy you caught me playing pretend that you got sloppy. You missed that what looks like a beat-up console on the outside is pretty special on the inside.”

Catching him hadn’t been the problem—Kid Stealth could have dropped him on the previous run. Because Raven figured he had groomed multiple victims at a time, we had to find out who they were and where he might be keeping them. The moment the Weaver double-checked the reaction time data, he opened a doorway into his home systems. Through the console, Valerie drilled into his systems and ripped out all the information we needed.

The Weaver blinked, multiple times. “But…how did you know to start looking for me? No one cared for those children. None of those parents would have dared betray me.”

“Len, the kid you dropped last summer, he loved the Wysteria books. Good little artist, too. You probably encouraged that, huh?”

The little man smiled smugly. “His pride made him vulnerable. I told him I loved the images he shared.”

“Your encouragement inspired him to draw Sir Brendan. He sent the picture off to Wysteria’s creator via the publisher. They eventually forwarded it, and by the time the author sent a thank you note, Len didn’t exist any more. She reached out to Raven. Valerie discovered you used Wysteria book ISBNs as your encryption keys. That led to the DNA decrypts, and that brought you here.” I let the Old One’s growl rumble from my throat. “Just like the villains in the books, you set the trap that caught you.”

“No, not possible.”

“Keep telling yourself that, chummer.” I stood and hauled him to his feet by his shirt. Tom Electric, another of Raven’s aides, hustled him toward the door. “You’re the reason you’ll never see the light of day again.”










After Knight Errant had hauled the Weaver off, and the Weed returned to its battered normalcy, Doc Raven slipped silently through the bar’s darker shadows and rested a hand on my shoulder. “You going to be okay?”

“Adrenaline overdose’ll have me jittery for about a month.” I held a glass of whiskey up in my left hand. Ripples danced over the surface. “I’ll probably have moved out of here by then.”

“Sooner, I hope. A lot sooner.” Raven looked around the bar and shivered. “Valerie’s still working on cracking all of the Weaver’s files, but she’s found a list of the victims he was planning to groom. Knight Errant is notifying their parents.”

“What about previous victims?”

He nodded. “Looks like there were twenty-three here, another half-dozen down in Portland. He worked Chicago and Atlanta for a while, too. It seems he perfected his craft in Milwaukee and kept moving until he felt safe, here in Seattle.”

“And here it stops.”

“It does. His reign of terror and your self-torture.” Red and blue highlights swirled like an aurora through his dark eyes. “Lynn’s outside. She would like to see you. To say thank you.”

I shook my head. “Why? She hates me, with good reason. Last time she laid eyes on me, I all but got her killed.”

“She doesn’t hate you, Wolf.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Doc. You’ve read her books.” I focused on the amber glow at the whiskey’s heart. “Brendan Rake, the Dolorous Knight of the Moon. Appears to be a Wolf. He’s cursed. Bystanders are always in danger—mortal danger—in all those stories.”

“I know. I’ve read them. Ten books. And you’re right, Brendan is you.”

“My point exactly.”

Raven squatted down. “And, in all ten books, you’re the hero.”

“That’s not how I read them.” I snorted. “In every book, Brendan is atoning for his past.”

“And in every book, Wolf, she grants him redemption.” Raven shrugged. “That’s about as far from hate as you can get.”

The Old One roused himself. “You are a hunter, Longtooth. Not a great one, but even you are good enough to read that obvious a sign.”

I hate when a figment of my imagination is smarter about me than I am.

“What if you’re wrong, Doc?”

Raven flicked a finger out, launching a cockroach halfway across the bar. “The Weed will always be here.”

I set the half-empty glass down. “Then let’s hope I never will be again.”
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DEVON ORATZ




Bein’ on Kamikaze is pretty strange. Even in the middle of a full-on-screamin’ firefight, things seem to slow down so you can appreciate the little details. Stop and smell the soykaf, so to speak.

Take, for instance, the look on the Yak’s face. It’s pretty funny—hard to make out, as it’s kind of upside down while his severed head tumbles toward the concrete in slow motion, heralded by a huge fan of gushin’ blood. It’s more a look of indignation than anything else. Like he’s thinkin’: you tusker gaijin whore, filth of your kind is not fit to wield a katana. Which is obviously what I just killed him with.

I guess that’s what you’d call “cultural appropriation,” motherfucker.










Rewind.

It was like any other Saturday night. I was chillin’ in the ereth’cerri with my eth. We were slammin’ down hurlg, passin’ around a spliff of Deepweed, and watchin’ pirated trid: reruns of the Neil reboot. Me, Sheila, Adam, Lil’ Rabo, Grazz, and Kass. Same as any night in the doss, maybe a little slow.

A commercial for N.E.R.P.S. came on, everybody sighed, and I pulled my ’link out from under my ass to check my messages. I had one from Bertha, down at Gunther’s.

<Calling all Creeps! A buncha breeders with heavy guns and magic just crashed Gunther’s! G and the runners there did what they could, but it went down too fast and there were too many fuckin’ slots! Get your hoops over here now! They took Kham!>

Just readin’ that, my lips curled back in a vicious snarl. Gunther’s a nice old man—I hear he used to walk the path of Gator—and he and his old lady cook up eunabo barbecue ribs. But that was nothing compared to the last bit.

Kham’s my grampa. Ain’t nobody fucks wit’ my grampa and lives.

I jumped up off the couch, kicked the trid off the old Ares crate it was sittin’ on, grabbed the bottle of hurlg and chucked it against the opposite wall, where it exploded.

“Skraa! Listen up! We got grumoge. Some vut-eatin’ ujnort busted into Gunther’s and snatched Grampa Kham!”

Lookin’ at the group of now-serious, previously-chill orks on the couch, I saw and heard my own rage multiplied fivefold in their clenched fists, bared tusks, and angry mutters.

“Those fucks are tharon!” Adam bellowed, grabbin’ his Defiance scattergun from where it leaned against the wall.

“Easy, chummer,” Sheila said, pullin’ on her armored jacket. “We gotta find ’em before we geek ’em.”

“Should I warm up the bikes, cerri?” Lil’ Rabo asked.

“Don’t bother,” I said. “I know a way down just a couple blocks away. Everybody strap up.”

We all grabbed our norgoz. Adam stashed his short-barreled T-250 under his lined coat, and I snagged my katana off its shelf, strapped it on my back, and stuffed my Roomsweeper into the thigh holster velcroed around my leg a few centimeters below where my orange booty shorts ended. We shoved outta our doss and piled down the stairs onto the street like the avalanche of pissed off trogs we were.

The nightscape of the Puyallup Barrens greeted us, as familiar as the mélange of hurlg, body-odor, and cannabis in our doss. The distant chatter of automatic gunfire, the pathetic, withered lumps of junkies collapsed in alleys and gutters, the omnipresent sirens of the quaalz—that’s pigs to you chummers who don’t savvy Or’zet—the general aura of extreme poverty and dismal metahuman misery.

Home sweet fuckin’ home.

Thanks to the Deepweed, I could literally see that last one. Couldn’t stop astrally perceivin’ if I wanted to.

We hustled down the block to the Stuffer Shack on the corner and shoved through the glass doors. The manager, a halfer called Jorge, knew not to fuck with us when we rolled through. Everybody else tripped over themselves—and several snack displays—gettin’ out of our way.

Benefits of bein’ Bot’Kham, chummer. But we wouldn’t be feared and respected like we are today if not for the blood and sweat Grampa left on the streets back in the ’50s. Just another reason we had to get him back.

Grazz and Kass grabbed whatever munchies they wanted on the way, which Jorge could obviously do fuck all about. What was he gonna do, hit the PANICBUTTON and summon the quaalz? Might as well trigger his own cortex bomb. Poor little halfer. Sheila musta thought the half-scared, half-resigned look on his face was pretty funny, ’cause she barked laughter. I might have laughed myself, if we weren’t on a mission.

There were two crumbling wooden doors at the back of the ’Shack. The one on the left read Employees Only, was locked, and contained the kind of shitter that probably had a background count from the atrocities committed there. The one on the right had a Do Not Enter sign—physical and AR (I have goggles, I’m not some kind of Cascade farmgirl). It was also covered in gang tags and graffiti, again on the wood and on the AR veneer pinned to the sign. All of it was from our set: I saw markings from different Bot’Kham crews, Creeps and Skraacha tags, even our own crew’s tag—the Cupid Killers, a baroque little cherub with huge angel wings and a tricked-out assault rifle—covered the door.

Adam booted it down and yanked open the rusty metal trapdoor in the crumbling tile floor of the 2m x 2m closet—the walls were empty except for a peeling Crimetime poster. One by one, we climbed the ladder down the cramped, mildew-stinkin’ ventilation tunnel into the Ork Underground.










The scene at Gunther’s was bad, even though the action was almost an hour old by the time we got there. It was a high-end barbecue joint turned into a fuckin’ warzone. The smell of cordite lingered in the air, and red synthleather booths and synthwood tables were chewed up by high-velocity gunfire.

For some reason the whole place smelled like—and was covered in—puke, plus another smell beneath it I couldn’t recognize.

It was a testament to just how many shits the ’plex government gave about the Underground—even after Prop 23 passed—that there wasn’t no Knight Errant or DocWagon on the scene. Still, even without a meatwagon around to bag bodies, I didn’t see any corpses. But the blood trails smeared on the black-and-white-tiled floor hinted that some unlucky chummers who got geeked might already have been dragged off by their families.

Wounded, there were plenty of. Even some breeders, halfers, and keebs who’d managed to catch a bullet. Most of ’em were bein’ seen to, and the ones that weren’t looked like they already had been. I didn’t see any dead zakahn—bad guys—and that made me a sad, sad tusker.

I was glad the Deepweed had mostly worn off by that point. For one thing, I’d need a clear head. And for another, there were plenty o’ bad feelings left in the wake of the violence, and I had no desire to see what color they were. Astral perception’s a fuckin’ trip, but not always a nice one.

I rushed to the back with Adam while Sheila and the others split up to ask the rubberneckers if anyone had seen anything. We pushed through the kitchen—somebody had at least seen fit to shut off all the stoves, so nothing was burnin’—where the aroma of delicious soybeef brisket was spoiled by the smell of blood and gunfire. The door to the back office was ajar, so we knocked softly and went in.

Gunther was collapsed in the big comfy chair back there, eyes half closed, a washcloth on his forehead. Bertha—wearin’ a pretty, retro-style pink dress—was leanin’ over him, fussin’.

“What happened, this egrand’rohodo get tagged holdin’ down the ereth?” Adam asked.

Gunther opened his eyes with a snort and a frown. “I wish youse kids wouldn’t talk dat Or’zet drek. You know it was just made up by norms to sell music and make us sound fraggin’ stupid.”

Adam was about to make an angry rebuttal about how it was our heritage and shit, but I cut him off with a gesture. Adam used to be my vruknart, and he’s got way more balls than sense. On the rare occasion he listens to me, I think about givin’ him another crack at it. But those occasions are fuckin’ rare.

“He didn’t get shot,” Bertha said. “This old fool just about half-cacked himself trying to heal everybody that got hurt.”

“Useta tough out dat much drain, easy,” Gunther said. “Gettin’ fraggin’ old.”

“Dramar,” I began respectfully. My Or’zet isn’t perfect—I was tryin’ to denote respect for a non-familial elder, but I think it literally means “stepdad”—but he wouldn’t know the difference. “We have to get Kham back. It is djoto.”

Djoto: the way of life for us SINless here in the Sixth World. The code of honor that rules the streets. A trid doc told me that sixty years ago, djoto was called bangin’. The tharon talkin’ heads from the corps say djoto’s killin’ us: ork-on-ork crime, keepin’ us in the ghetto. But what the fuck would they know ’bout it?

“I’ll tell youse what I can,” Gunther said. “I owe dat old slot more den a ting or two. But I didn’t see much.”

“You need to rest,” Bertha chided in exasperation.

I put my hand lightly over her own on the armrest of Gunther’s chair; she sniffed in distaste at the monofilament-spiked nails on my index fingers.

“Bertha, please, anythin’ he can tell us’ll help.”

She sighed, and Gunther told us what he knew.










Which, as he said, didn’t turn out to be much. The attackers were strangers, breeders, and looked Asian (like about half of Seattle’s population). Maybe a half-dozen of ’em, maybe twice that. They all wore black lined coats and rebreathers, but no ski masks. They’d opened up with SMGs and gas grenades (the gas made everybody who breathed it in puke their guts out, which was the source of that stink).

Gunther had a hearth spirit bound to protect the space—Ol’ Croc, he called it—but the attackers had two elementals with ’em. They musta tussled with Ol’ Croc on the astral, because he was torn apart before he could do anything useful. He figured they must have had a mage with them, too, because a couple fireballs went off as they stormed the place, turnin’ large sections of the restaurant floor into scorched craters.

There was no footage of the attack because they shot out the cameras almost first thing. That meant no facial recognition. 

Well, shit. That wasn’t much to go on.

“Devil, I got somethin’,” Sheila said as she brought a little girl to me. I recognized her—it was Nessy, one of my little cousins, around nine years old. She’s one of my uncle’s kids, and my uncle’s dad, like my mom’s dad, was Kham.

I knelt down, bringin’ my eyes level with her hazel ones, brushing my orange-pink hair—dyed like cotton candy that’s on fire—out of my eyes. “Hey, babygirl. You okay? Your family okay?”

She nodded. I could see she was all dressed up for a fancy dinner with her family, and that, while shaken up and a little mussed, she was unhurt.

“Where’s your dad?”

“He’s out lookin’ for grampa,” she replied.

I should have figured. Uncle Rabo was Kham’s son, after all. I’d coordinate efforts with him later. “And your mom?”

“Took the babies home.” Nessy had five younger cerri, all around four years old.

“Tell Devil what you told me,” Sheila prompted her.

“Was it one of the assholes that shot up the place? One of them have a face that was memorable, a scar maybe?”

Nessy shook her head. “They were all just…breeders. But one had a tattoo on his hand. Like a dragon.”

I exchanged a glance with Sheila.

“Could you draw it for us?”










Nessy’s kinda an artistic prodigy. She’s already started taggin’ ’round the hood, though her parents don’t like it. She gave us a pretty accurate napkin drawing of a stylized Eastern Dragon. Unfortunately, that still didn’t narrow it down too much. We knew the streets, but we didn’t know the colors and tags of every single gang in the sprawl. Could be Triads, or Yakuza, or Kumon’go, or who knows what else. It’d be convenient if we had access to the KE gang database, but we got the next best thing.

Spaceboy looked pissed when he opened the plexiglass lid of his Puyallup coffin, which I’d been kickin’ for the last minute or so, standin’ in the pink neon glow of the Poppy’s Good Sleeps sign overhead.

“This better be biz if you’re interrupting my private time,” he said. “And the biz better be arctic.”

Across the coffin, I glimpsed the flawless AR body of a huge-breasted, pink-haired anime elf goddess wink out of existence. “Private time,” right. I saw Adam wrinkle his hairy green nose in disgust as he came to the same conclusion.

It was just me, Adam, and Lil’ Rabo now. We’d left Sheila, Grazz, and Kass at Gunther’s to help clean up the mess and try to get any more useful eyewitness intel.

Spaceboy was either a keeb, or one of those sad fuckin’ breeders who mod themselves to look like a keeb. A natural-born elf or an elf-poser, I honestly don’t know which is worse. Some part of me—call it gahad—saw his pale, skinny arms, his tight white Maria Mercurial T-shirt, his black girly jeans, his gunmetal blue hair and his delicately pointed ears, and longed to wring his pretty little neck. But unfortunately, Spaceboy’s also the most wiz hacker I know.

“No yerz in it for you this time, Space,” I said. “At least up-front. This is different. This is about family.”

“Except payment’s in the form of a lot of grateful-ass trogs,” Adam offered.

“Last I checked, you trogs already owe me,” Spaceboy said.

“Hey!” Lil’ Rabo snarled, grabbin’ Space by his shirt and draggin’ him halfway out of the coffin. “Didn’t nobody ever explain to you that that word’s okay for us to say, but not for you to say?”

Danglin’ by his shirt from Rabo’s gnarled fist, Spaceboy rolled his eyes. “We done here?”

“Damn it, Space,” I said, not loving the emotion in my voice. “They took Kham.”

Rabo let him go, and he fell gracelessly back into his plexiglass coffin. He rolled onto his back and looked thoughtfully up at us.

“Like, the Kham? The one that used to run with Ghost-Maker and The Dodger?”

“Yeah, chummer,” Adam said. “But we just call him grampa. He’s our egrand, used to run the whole Bot’Kham before he retired.”

“Djoto demands we get him back, and that we give whoever fucked with him the buunda,” I said. “That means geek their asses.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” Spaceboy said. “But I’m in. Who took him?”

I watched Adam and Lil’ Rabo exchange annoyed looks.

“The fuck we know,” I said. “That’s why the fuck we came to you.” I handed the napkin with Nessy’s drawing of the dragon tattoo to him.

“Well then.” Spaceboy smirked. “Step into my office.”

And he passed out as he switched the gain up to full VR, turnin’ his meat body into a nerveless sack of potatoes.










Gotta give credit where it’s due. It took Spaceboy less than ten minutes to come back with the dirt: the dragon tattoo was tagged on the bodies of kobun from the Shotozumi-gumi, the most powerful Yakuza clan in Seattle. From what I’d heard, all-breeder and racist as fuck.

“I knew it was the fuckin’ Yaks!” Lil’ Rabo exploded, although I hadn’t heard him say any such thing.

Figurin’ out where the slots were took a little longer after we told him everything that had gone down at Gunther’s. Like maybe as much as an hour.

“Schlesinger’s Meats,” he told us after poppin’ back into his meat body. “An abandoned meat-packing plant in Tacoma, not far from the 11th Street Dockyards. Did you know we used to have so much meat we needed to like…pack it?”

“I thought you dandelion eaters mostly packed fudge,” Adam said. Thankfully, everyone ignored him.

“How you know dey dere?” Lil’ Rabo demanded.

“Well, it was a simple matter of doing a little facial recognition search through the traffic camera network.”

“But you didn’t have their faces,” Adam said.

“Well, the hard way would have been cracking KE’s database of Shotozumi-gumi known associates and then grabbing their mugshots. Breaking into the camera node of one of their known bunraku parlors and jacking the archived security footage was a lot easier.”

I’ll admit it, I wasn’t unimpressed.

“Alright, Space, but how do you know the Yaks chillin’ at Schlesinger’s Meats are the same ones that hit Gunther’s? You hack into their cameras and see Kham tied up in there?”

He shook his head. “No cameras at the slaughterhouse. But I got a clean shot of their faces from cameras in the Underground just before they busted into Gunther’s. I tracked them there. It’s definitely the same Yaks that snatched Kham.”

“Y’done good,” I said. “We owe you another one. Eth, let’s roll out.” 

My chummers and I headed for our bikes, but Spaceboy jandered after us. “Hold up,” he said. “I want to roll with you.”

Adam and Lil’ Rabo laughed uproariously.

“You sure about that, Space?” I asked. “This ain’t some data steal. Bullets gonna fly, breeders gonna die.”

“I can hold my own in a gunfight,” he protested. Then he ran back to his coffin to open it and snag his little Colt America from under his pillow.

I had serious doubts about that.

My commlink vibrated and I snatched it up. It was Uncle Rabo (no relation to Lil’ Rabo, ’sides the name), tellin’ me he’d found out where they’d stashed Kham through his street contacts.

“Not bad, chummer,” I said with a grin. “You’re just a minute or so behind me. So, any word on the street why the Yaks are after grampa?”

“Somebody said some fraggin’ elf paid ’em ta do it,” he said. “Dat’s all I got fer now. I’m gettin’ a crew together ta spring ’im. You down?”

“Chummer, I’m not just down, you can forget about gettin’ a crew together. I got most of ’em here already.”










In the end, I had a shopping list for Uncle Rabo to pick up for the festivities, Uncle Rabo had a suggestion or two about who I should bring along, and we worked shit out. When the call was done, my ’link said it was just about 0200 hours. The streets were gray and foggy, with cold, steady drizzle comin’ down as we roared off on our bikes, taking Spaceboy with us (if the keeb gets himself geeked, I thought, it’s no chip off my tusk).

Our first stop was to pick up my homegirl Ricochet Faye. Faye’s a breeder, but she’s better than alright. I’m way tighter with her than any of us are with Spaceboy. She’s a full member of the Jerusalem Boys, a wizzer gang that’s popped up in sprawls all over the world in the last five years. She’s in with the Specters, Seattle’s local astral gang, and I heard she’s tight with the Desolation Angels too. She’s a no-bullshit, full-on shadowrunner, which is more than any of us, except arguably Spaceboy, could say.

Sure, we deal and we hustle and we put in work for our ereth’cerri, but my girl Faye flat-out just does crimes for a livin’. How fuckin’ arctic is that!

We found her downtown, outside the Alabaster Maiden. We rolled up on our bikes, parkin’ along the curb: downtown is downtown, so we all had our commlinks on active, broadcastin’ our totally legitimate SINs and social media profiles.

It’s almost 0300, so the club’s startin’ to wind down fer the night. There’s still a few posers and losers behind the velvet ropes, tryin’ to get in. Ricochet Faye’s leanin’ against the marble statue of a female mage in the center of the front courtyard—supposedly a real live magician that got petrified, if you believe that kinda shit—that gives the club its name.

As we hop off our bikes to greet her, I can see Spaceboy makin’ an effort not to drool like a cartoon coyote. Adam and Lil’ Rabo are doin’ noticeably better, since they’re useta her. See, most runners spend most of their hard-earned nuyen on bigger guns, better ’ware, and increasingly large luxury cars full of strippers. Ricochet Faye seems to have spent most of hers on gettin’ hotter. She was a babe before she’d had work done, but the work was so good—not to mention subtle, subtle enough that it didn’t interfere with her magickin’, and subtle enough I never woulda noticed if she hadn’t told me—that now she was beyond flawless.

She was vampire-pale, with the physique of a teenage anorexic elf—only with way better tits—and had platinum blonde hair tipped with neon crimson that fell to her mid-back. Her deep, dark eyeshadow and blood-red lips just made her look sexier and more dangerous. She wore a black corset, decorated on the front with a black velvet rose, and a synthleather miniskirt. Spidery and elegant tattoos crawled over her porcelain-fair, bare upper arms, collarbone, and throat, like black lace.

She’s a little skinny and a lot female for my tastes, but damn, I’d hit that.

In that tiny outfit, which left less to the imagination than mine, she was clearly not armed, but then again, she didn’t need to be. I was pretty sure the ruby she wore on her left middle finger was some kind of power focus.

“What’s wiz, chummer?” she asked as we slapped skin.

“The fuckin’ Yakuza kidnapped my grampa,” I said.

“Sounds like that new sitcom Horizon’s pimping,” she replied. I musta looked less than amused, ’cause her smirk dried up quick. “When?”.

“Maybe six, seven hours ago,” I said. “They shot up Gunther’s in the Underground and snatched ’im. My Uncle Rabo thinks they were actin’ as muscle for some elf with serious juice, but…” I trailed off with a shrug.

“Got a problem?” Faye asked Spaceboy, who practically had to force himself to look away from her.

“Anyway, none of that matters,” Adam said.

“We’re gettin’ ’im back,” I continued. “Alive. Before those fuckers can move ’im out of town. We need magical cover. You down?”

She was down.

“Just out of curiosity, Devil,” Faye asked, twenty minutes later, her arms wrapped around my waist as she rode on the back of my Suzuki, “does this pay anything?”










By the time we had everybody gathered back at the doss, the sun had risen, burnin’ away the smog. We decided to wait till nightfall before hittin’ the place. Uncle Rabo had Skraacha and Bot’Kham in plainclothes watchin’ the slaughterhouse in case they tried to move Kham before then. Faye sent some of her watcher spirits to do the same, then spent most of the day summonin’ a much bigger spirit, an air elemental, to give us cover.

We spent the day in a smoky Tacoma doss some chummer’d lent us, just a block from the meatpackin’ plant. Just a dozen trogs from the hood, blastin’ goblin rock, drinkin’ hurlg, and plannin’ mass murder.

Skeeter showed up around noon while I was catchin’ some sleep, carryin’ a megasack from Taco Temple in one hairy fist and two duffel bags filled with assault weapons and combat drugs in the other. He was a dwarf fixer who worked out of Puyallup’s world-famous Crime Mall. The Bot’Kham helped him with shipments and security—I’d worked both for him myself—so he was willin’ to put this on our tab.

My shopping list had included, among other things, a dozen “clean” AK-97s—Lil’ Rabo wanted a laser sight and a grenade launcher on his—ammo, a dozen frag grenades, a dozen smoke grenades, rebreathers and thermal optics for those of us who didn’t have either one already. Plus ten armored vests (for anyone too dumb or too poor to own their own), burner commlinks to keep in touch with each other, then toss once the job was done, a dozen poppers of Jazz and a dozen ampoules of Kamikaze.

“I could only score two doses of K on such short notice,” Skeeter said. “And I barely scammed that. The shit is hard to find.”

“Shotgun,” Lil’ Rabo said, barkin’ a laugh as he snatched up one of the syrettes of murky, ominous red liquid.

“And I’ll take the other one, because it was my fuckin’ idea,” I said, stashin’ it in one of the two small pockets of my shorts.

“I wish you kids would stay away from that shit,” Uncle Rabo grumbled from where he was calibratin’ the hardpoint on a big drone that took up most of the middle of the doss’s livin’ room. All the furniture—threadbare as it was—had been shoved up against one wall to make room for it.

“Those Yaks have chipped reflexes, serious mojo, and who knows what else,” I said. “We need an edge.”

“An edge is one thing, sure, huff your Jazz, whatever,” he grumbled. “But that Kamikaze shit, you’re lucky if it just makes your heart explode, instead a rippin’ your own arm out of its socket and beatin’ yer best chummer ta death with it while screamin’ bloody murder.”

I ignored him. This was djoto: all-out war on the streets, not some sneaky shadow op. Professionalism could eat a dick.

Skeeter had also brought “The Bitch,” a Panther XXL assault cannon that’d been in the family for ages, since it was used by Kham himself when he ran the shadows. We all took turns pickin’ it up and rubbin’ it for good luck, like it was a religious artifact we were payin’ homage to.

The halfer wished us good luck and buzzed later in the afternoon. He wanted no part of pissin’ off the Shotozumi-gumi, and we all agreed to forget his name, at least until it was time to pay him. Uncle Rabo was there since before I woke up, coordinatin’ shit. I kinda felt like he was stealin’ my thunder, but age before beauty or some such shit. The important thing was gettin’ Grampa Kham back in one piece.

Accordin’ to the plan I worked out with Uncle Rabo, Sheila and Kass would be with about ten other volunteers from the Bot’Kham and the Skraacha, mannin’ the “blockin’ positions” in the war wagons, up-armored GMC Bulldogs mounted with guns, to make sure none of the Yaks could rabbit when the shit went down. Grazz would be in position on a rooftop opposite the plant to provide overwatch with The Bitch (lucky trog), along with Spaceboy and two Bot’Kham shooters to watch their backs. Uncle Rabo had taken an old drone out of storage and was patchin’ it up. He’d be riggin’ it from the back of one of the battlewagons to provide fire support. 

That left me, Adam, Lil’ Rabo, and Faye to come burstin’ in through the front doors.

Shortly before sunset, Faye asked my Uncle if she could do some magic on the Bitch.

“Sure, sure, girlie,” he said reluctantly. “Just don’t break it. Dat bang-bang’s been in da family for ages!”

“I will be very careful,” she said with an innocent smile. Then she started etchin’ somethin’ along the Panther’s massive barrel in this glowing green ink that smelled real funny.

“What’s dat?” Lil’ Rabo asked when she was finished, squintin’ at the English portion of the inscription—most of it was in unrecognizable arcane runes. He snorted. “Looks like some sissy keeb poetry.”

“You trogs are so racist,” Spaceboy remarked from the couch, where he was threadin’ a silencer onto his light pistol. Fortunately for him, everyone ignored him.

I read the inscription that spiraled in Faye’s fancy script along The Bitch’s enormous, vented barrel: SO NOTE ALL YE LOVERS IN LOVE WITH THE SOUND/YOUR WORLD BE SHATTERED WITH NARY A NOTE. I was touched to see that she’d incorporated the Cupid Killers’ tag into her magical decorations, too.

“Actually, I think it’s pretty wiz,” I said. “So now The Bitch is like, what? A magic gun? A gun focus?”

“No such thing,” Faye explained. “But it’ll make whoever picks it up a way better shot. Which is why no one should touch her until it’s time to rock and roll.”










It was time to rock and roll. The blockers were already in place, Rabo had his drone in the air and facing all the trogs in my eth, I popped my inhaler of Jazz into my lungs, and started my rousing speech, keying my commlink so my chummers outside the squat could hear too.

“SKRAA! Djoto is a code of honor, a way of life. You don’t talk to quaalz, you don’t sell out your cerri to the corps, you watch each others’ backs. You put in work for your ereth’cerri, and you give back to your set. When the time comes, you’re ready to throw down a fahd for your cerri. And if someone fucks with your set, you give them the buunda! I mean drundeah. You put them in the fuckin’ ground! Skraa?”

I judged from the general, bestial roar of approval that I’d done alright in the rousin’ speech department—either that or the Jazz they’d popped (Faye demurred) made them an especially good audience for pre-ass-kickin’ monologues. Flickin’ our commlinks to hidden and doin’ one last check of arms and ammo, we piled out of the doss and into the street.

Ricochet Faye had her spirit conceal us. I didn’t feel any more concealed—and I could still see Faye, Lil’ Rabo, and Adam clear as day—but when we got within thirty meters of the slaughterhouse’s front, the two Yaks out front sure didn’t seem to notice us.

The front of the building had a long concrete loading dock with two garage doors spaced about twenty meters apart. The two Yaks patrollin’ the front looked bored as fuck. The garage door farther down from us was propped open, but the  nearest one was closed. A row of pimped-out Hyundais were parked in a row out front.

A chibi-style cartoon chimp in a silvery, old-fashioned spacesuit popped up in my AR overlay.

“I scoped the commlinks of everybody in the building,” Spaceboy said. “They were running hidden, but no one hides from Spaceboy. I’m syncing ’em to your AR feed.”

My goggles’ display link showed me a picture-in-picture window of the place’s floorplans. Yakuza commlink positions flashed up on it as yellow dots. I counted fifteen, plus the two outside.

We took cover across the street behind a Toyota Gopher that had seen better days. I could feel the Jazz burnin’ in my veins like my blood was thermite, my whole body twitchy and tense for action. It was time to fuckin’ hurt some people.

I’d be lyin’ if I said I wasn’t a little worried that once I slammed the Kamikaze on top of the Jazz, my heart might explode like Uncle Rabo had said.

“Watch my shoes,” Faye hissed, havin’ sat cross-legged on the pavement. I barely was able to catch her head with my hand as she slumped over.

“Astral recon,” I explained, to a momentarily confused-looking Adam, watchin’ as Lil’ Rabo punched his hypo of Kamikaze into his shoulder.

“Youse guys in position?” Rabo asked over my commlink. “Da mage must be doin’ her job right, because I can’t see none ’o youse.”

“Affirm,” I responded.

“Well, den. We’re ready to start da fireworks on your go.”

“Let’s fuckin’ do it now!” Lil’ Rabo hissed, his eyes bloodshot.

“Hold your fuckin’ horses,” Adam replied.

We waited a couple of tense minutes, Lil’ Rabo obviously rarin’ to go. Then Faye’s pretty black eyes finally snapped open.

“One ork toward the middle of the building, lightly augmented, hurt, pissed, and scared,” she reported. “I’m guessing that’s your grandpa. And about fifteen humans—most heavily chromed—all looking bored. I’m guessing they’re faking it, though. They had wards up, but I slipped through them without setting off any alarms.”

“Anythin’ else?” I asked, helping her to her feet. She even smelled good.

“Yeah. No mage on-site but…guardian spirits. Two of them. And not fucking around.”

“Can you take ’em?” I took in her worried expression. Then Adam jabbed my shoulder. I looked over and saw Lil’ Rabo janderin’ across the street toward the Yaks, Ingram Smartgun X held behind his back, a crazy grin displayin’ his gleamin’, platinum-capped tusks.

“I fuckin’ hope so,” I said. “Because we’re goin’ right now.”










I slipped my katana out of the sheath real quietly as I crept up behind the Yak on the left. The Yak on the right had noticed Lil’ Rabo and was askin’ him somethin’ in Japanese, one hand under his coat.

I clamped my hand over “my” Yak’s mouth as I pulled him backward and pushed my katana forward. Its blood-covered point burst out the front of his chest. I watched through my goggles’ thermal overlay as the heat drained from his body, along with his life, then I gingerly lowered him to the ground, pullin’ my katana free with a satisfyin’ sound that reminded me of sushi.

I looked across and I saw the other Yak fall asleep in a boneless pile. Glancin’ sideways at Faye, I saw her  hands raised in an arcane gesture, witchfire dancing on her fingertips.

Apparently, sleepin’ wasn’t good enough for Lil’ Rabo, who stepped up and put a burst of five rounds into the sleepin’ breeder’s head.

The good news was the Ingram had a suppressor.

The bad news was Lil’ Rabo’s Kamikaze-stewed brain decided to have him fire twenty more rounds into the air while screamin’, “GRUMOGE, MOTHERFUCKERS!!!” at the top of his lungs.

“Subtle,” Spaceboy and Faye said simultaneously.

Fuckin’ Kamikaze. That reminded me, and I injected mine.

Then everything seemed to speed up and slow down all at once.

I think I noticed the Yaks spillin’ out of the open garage door, machine pistols and SMGs in hand, a split-second before the first explosion. It was after the zippy little sports cars started leapin’ into the air one after another, propelled by a chain reaction of enormous, deafening fireballs, that I registered the sound of “The Bitch”—similar to a football stuffed with grenades being punted right next to your head, even at this range—being fired from Grazz’s overwatch position. Then I felt the heat of the successive detonations rush over me, a hot wind scorching my face.

Then Uncle Rabo’s Cyberspace-Designs Dalmatian opened fire with its underslung Ingram Valiant LMG from across the street from where it was hoverin’ twenty meters in the air. Which exponentially increased the subtlety of the situation.

I vaulted onto the concrete dock and sprinted along it, centimeters away from the flamin’ wreckage of the Yaks’ cars. A Yakuza seemed to appear in front of me out of nowhere—maybe he’d been knocked down, but not out by the explosion—trainin’ an SCK-100 on me. I thought I was a goner for the whole second I had to think, then The Bitch caught him in the shoulder from across the street, and his entire smartly dressed upper body exploded into a shower of gore, like an X-rated Japanese piñata.

I slid inside the abattoir at a run, shiftin’ the katana to my left hand and drawin’ my Roomsweeper with my right. Light automatic weapons fire threw up sparks all around me, not findin’ its target. My smartlink was findin’ ’em, though, the Roomsweeper already throwin’ flechettes across the room. I saw Faye, Lil’ Rabo, and Adam run in, backlit by the flames. Lil’ Rabo had dropped or stashed the Ingram, and was now firin’ his pimped-out AK in full-on rock and roll mode. Adam had  brought up his Defiance T-250, its short barrel spittin’ fire.

The slaughterhouse floor was a vast, cavernous cinderblock space. It smelled overwhelmingly of ancient cuts of pork and beef, long ago butchered, sold, eaten, digested and forgotten. Metal chains with hooks on the end—the kind once used to hold slabs of frozen meat—dangled from tracked runners on the ceiling all over the place. Without the frosty cow carcasses, the place felt empty.

My trogs and I filled it with gunfire and screams and glory and death.

Ten deliciously interminable seconds later, the abattoir floor was covered in at least as much blood and gore as it must have seen on Schlesinger’s Meats busiest operatin’ day. I counted at least six dead Yaks, but the grenade that Lil’ Rabo had launched had made quite the mess.

I felt beyond invincible. I felt like Neil the motherfuckin’ Ork Barbarian.

Feelin’ like the baddest bitch alive, I reloaded my Roomsweeper with shakin’ hands. Shakin’ from the Kamikaze—I don’t want you to think I was traumatized by makin’ sure there were a few less breeders in the world.

“Which way?” I demanded.

“Second door from the right,” Spaceboy replied, highlightin’ it on my HUD.

We were all headed over to the door to open it like a normal person would when Lil’ Rabo launched a grenade, blowin’ it to shrapnel that skittered across the ground less than a meter from us.

“Watch it with that, asshole!” Faye shouted.

Lil’ Rabo cheerfully flipped her off, then pushed forward into the hallway through the blown-out door.

“Da perimeter’s clear,” Uncle Rabo said. “We’ll cover da exits, and your hoops, from outside.”

“Affirm,” I said, followin’ Adam through, just ahead of Faye.

We didn’t even notice the beautiful art spray-painted on the cinderblock walls on either side of the corridor until it was too late. By which I mean until it was already movin’. First, the stylized tiger on the left hand wall padded out into the hall, one two-dimensional paw after another becomin’ solid and real as it set foot on the gritty three-dimensional floor.

I tried to scream a warnin’, but all I know for sure is that when it pounced on Lil’ Rabo from behind, I was screamin’.

By that time, the Eastern Dragon rendered in red spray paint on the right hand wall had already crawled out to meet us in three dimensions and livin’ color, not as big as the real thing, but bigger than the tiger maulin’ Lil’ Rabo.

I fired my Roomsweeper at the same time Adam fired his shotgun, but it took no notice of the flechettes that should have torn it to pieces, and unleashed a blast of flame from its snout that sent me and Adam crashin’ to the floor, rollin’ around and swattin’ at our burning clothes.

I looked up, still smoking, the wind knocked out of me and the Roomsweeper knocked out of my hand, to see Adam still rollin’ and burnin’. Behind him, the dragon-spirit-whatever-the-frag-it-was padded toward us, its forked tongue flickin’ out of its toothy snout. Behind that, Lil’ Rabo screamed with battle rage, rollin’ and over with the tiger spirit as it shredded him with its claws, givin’ as good as he got, ramming his spurs into its side again and again.

Even through the Kamikaze, I definitely felt less than invincible in that moment. In fact, I felt decidedly fucking vincible.

Then a pissed off tornado with arms and legs appeared out of thin air, tackling the dragon-shaped guardian spirit and smashing it straight through the opposite fuckin’ wall.

I struggled to my feet and dragged Adam to his. By that point, the tiger was steppin’ off Lil’ Rabo’s corpse and headin’ toward us, leavin’ bloody footprints on the plascrete. It had torn his throat out with its teeth, and its side was riddled with gashes and punctures from the price he’d made it pay. To our right, I saw the battle between air elemental and guardian spirit continue tearin’ down the rest of the damn building. They crashed out of the room they’d burst into through another cinderblock wall, causing plaster dust and broken tiles to rain from the roof. Adam raised his gun—too slowly—as I tried to bring my katana up to guard. Although my hopes against surviving against this thing in close weren’t too high, I had Kamikaze to thank for even considerin’ it at all.

Then I heard Faye’s voice fill the air, cryin’ out in a language I didn’t know, and a halo of silver and white fire surrounded the tiger. It roared in defiance as the monochrome fire burned it out of our world and back to its home. Faye collapsed to one knee, an aura of the same color fadin’ from around her. Her nose was bleedin’, her eyes looked bruised and unfocused, and she swayed unsteadily.

On some level, it was a relief to see her lookin’ even a hair less than perfect.

“Banished it,” she said, sounding as if she’d just run five consecutive marathons.

“Can you do anythin’ for ’im?” Adam asked, lookin’ at Lil’ Rabo’s lifeless body lyin’ in a pool of blood. The titanic struggle between spirits continued crashing through adjacent rooms. I didn’t know who was gonna win, and while obviously I knew who I was rootin’ for, I wasn’t too keen on findin’ out.

Faye shook her head sadly. “Not if I don’t wanna wind up as bad or worse myself.”

“Alright, girlfriend,” I told her. “You done good, but you’re outta here.” Ignorin’ her flimsy protests, I pulled her up, turned her around, and gently shoved her toward the front door. Then I commed Grazz, my Uncle, and Spaceboy. “We got one friendly, coming out, watch your shots.”

“Copy dat,” Uncle Rabo said.

Adam handed me my Roomsweeper, but I stuffed it into my thigh holster and took a two-handed grip on my katana. He fed fresh caseless blocks into his T-250’s magazine tube.

“You good, Devil?” he asked.

I nodded, and we rushed the opposite door as the spirit fight faded into silence. I really hoped our guy had won, or I was gonna feel really fuckin’ stupid for treatin’ Faye so selflessly.

The door swung open, and a Yakuza kobun in an armored business suit looked at me with a stupid expression on his face, bringin’ his SCK-100 up too slowly.

I screamed “GRUMOGE!” at the top of my lungs, and chopped his fuckin’ head off with my katana.

I guess that’s what you’d call “cultural appropriation,” motherfucker.

Adam pushed past the headless Yak’s fallin’ body into a big office room full of big, empty desks. Two blasts from his Defiance took the last two Yaks there off their feet, and off the mortal coil.

He turned to give me a thumbs-up.

Then a too-fast shape streaked down from the room’s rafters and diagonally past to land crouched behind him, a Dikote katana backhanded in one fist.

Adam’s still-smilin’ head tumbled off his neck in slow motion. His body, like it was in denial, was a few seconds late in collapsin’, spurtin’ blood everywhere.

The Kamikaze truncated the shock and postponed the grief: as a great man once said, I’ll cry when I’m done killin’.

The cyber-Yak stood up, turnin’ to face me and casually flickin’ the blood off his blade. The oiled precision of his motions suggested a lifetime of martial arts trainin’ and wired reflexes that cost more than the whole neighborhood where I grew up. He was a breeder, young-lookin’, frosted blond hair, a little mustache, a yellow armored vest and armored military pants over combat boots. His two obvious cyberarms were left bare, with a gleamin’ chrome finish. He had a pair of Savalette Guardians in shoulder holsters, but he didn’t go for them. He just inclined the tip of his katana toward me.

Neither the Yaks’ guardian spirit nor Faye’s elemental rejoined us. I didn’t hear more Yaks approachin’, and with no windows, Grazz couldn’t cover me with The Bitch and Uncle Rabo’s Dalmatian wouldn’t be any help: it was too big to get this far inside.

What I did hear was pantin’, gruntin’, and sounds of pain from the other side of a door just behind the samurai and to my right. No words, but the voice was still familiar. It sounded like my grampa, and it sounded like some shitstain was workin’ ’im over real good.

We’re gonna see what we can do about that, I thought.

The Yak razorguy called me something I was sure was very rude in Japanese. Then, because obviously as an Afro ork I was too stupid to understand Japanese, he repeated it in English:

“Look at you, a trog whore waving around a samurai sword.”

I grinned fiercely, showin’ my tusks, and stuck out my pierced tongue.

“I was hopin’ you’d say some shit like that.”

I charged at him and we sprinted past each other, slashing. It was just like in an anime, where you don’t know who’s cut who until after a dramatic pause. And after a dramatic pause, I knew just what it was like to lose in an anime. Blood sprayed down from my torso, and I fell onto my hands and knees. He’d cut me deep. Maybe not mortal, but…if he was that much faster than me before, I was completely fucked now.

“You don’t even know what you’re doing with that thing. You don’t deserve to touch it,” the Yak said, positionin’ himself over me and raisin’ his katana for the killing blow. “It’s like seeing a monkey with a cyberdeck. I’m going to take it away from you, and shove it up your tusker ass.”

I tried to get my body to stand, tried to hold onto my katana, tried to die fightin’, but even Kamikaze can only push a girl so far.

Then the deafening chatter of full autofire filled the room, and the razorguy danced back to the opposite side of the room, spurtin’ blood all the way before crashing over a desk and lying still.

I looked toward the door the gunshots came from—the same one I’d heard the struggle comin’ from—and I saw my grampa.

All wrinkles and gray hair, Kham wore only a wife beater and boxer shorts, holdin’ a smokin’ AK-97 in his burly arms. Lyin’ on the floor behind ’im was a Yakuza with a broken neck. Still handcuffed to his leg was the chair he’d dragged with ’im to the door.

“What took youse so fraggin’ long?” he spat.










Ricochet Faye made sure I didn’t die from the Kamikaze crash or my injury. The Yakuza had been paid, at least in part, in a nice shipment of hot BTLs from CalFree, and had left that part of the payoff lyin’ around Schlesinger’s Meats, so Spaceboy and Faye got their yerz after all. In fact, we all made some nice nuyen, even after payin’ Skeeter for all the hardware.

Grampa Kham didn’t know for sure who’d been behind the kidnapping, but he told me his best guess. It was a wild story involvin’ elves that live forever, magic crystals, dragon eggs, and even fuckin’ Lofwyr. I was sure the old chummer was mostly full of it, but there musta been a kernel ’o truth in there somewhere. He thought this attempt to grab him had somethin’ to do with that ancient biz.

We paid Spaceboy to track the commlink of the boss Yak (he was the gumi’s shateigashira, apparently). He managed to dig up that the elf Johnson that hired them belonged so some Tir corp called Andalusian Light Industries, which would seem to sync up with Kham’s story about evil elves.

And after what happened to Lil’ Rabo and Adam, I hope the fuckers behind this are the kind of elves that live forever. So I’m takin’ that much more away when I find ’em and kill ’em.
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(The Shadows)




JENNIFER BROZEK




My name is Elfin John, and The Dark Side is my club. It’s a gentlemen’s club of a sort. Very exclusive and hard to find. A word-of-mouth kind of place, where you need to be vouched for to get in. Just the way I like it.

At the end of the alleyway next to a theater is a wood and glass door with writing on it. At least, it looks like real wood and glass. Discreet and classy, you might think it’s an office of some kind. Maybe for one of those hardbitten detective types who could get you a tri-vid for your divorce proceedings? You’d pass it by without another thought.

And if you aren’t meant to be here, that’s exactly what’s supposed to happen. I spent a lot of time, nuyen, and magic making sure only those who need to find my business do. Like I said, exclusive.
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