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Chapter 1


Shane





I stared at the line in the irc chat window. 

[21:16:24] ShadowWolf: U OK?



No, I wasn’t okay. Not by any kind of definition.

[21:18:12] XxXJokerXxX: Yeah, fine.



There was no way I would let anyone know how I felt.

That’s why I preferred chat. It let me lie through my teeth and nobody was the wiser. Nobody would see the tears or the way my hair was growing out of anything resembling a cut. Or how much I needed a shower.

I couldn’t bring myself to care, so why should anyone else?

Beth cared to the point that she’d gotten me this apartment and a part-time job I could do remotely. Or maybe Bella had begged her for it, just like she had begged for my life.

I wasn’t keen on finding out, but I knew one thing: I didn’t deserve it. Some days, I wished they had let me die. Some days, I decided that I had earned living in this self-imposed prison.

Because I was a monster.

A private window popped up.

[21:18:47] ShadowWolf: Liar.



[21:19:02] XxXJokerXxX: What? :P



[21:23:25] ShadowWolf: “Fine” must be the most abused word in the English language. Nothing is ever fine when people say that.



I sighed. Of course, Shadow would harp on about that. And when he went to a private window and dropped chat lingo, I knew he was serious.

[21:28:47] XxXJokerXxX: Nothing to worry about.



[21:31:36] ShadowWolf: If you say so…



[21:31:54] ShadowWolf: Wanna play?



[21:32:31] XxXJokerXxX: Sure.



That was the best part, really. Running WoW dungeons with Shadow was fun. Mostly because through TeamSpeak, I had a human voice in my ear without having to talk about stuff.

I’d never admit to him that I was looking forward to our evening runs all day. That they were a big part of why I hadn’t picked up a gun somewhere and walked into the forests that surrounded Asheton, to never return. Yet. That option was still on the table in my mind.

For now, I could lose myself in grabbing quests with Shadow, and that was good enough.








  
  

Chapter 2


Dylan





This was unbelievable. 

Absolutely laughable.

But also unbelievable. These lunatics were so deep in a conspiracy theory that they wanted to kill people.

I stared in horrified fascination at the posts.

They were ganging up on others they called Wolves. Claimed that they were werewolves and monsters. Claimed that those people could actually turn into wolves to kill and maim others.

They were not entirely wrong, I knew that only too well, but this? This was insane.

There were several subforums that I couldn’t access as a new member, subforums that hinted at more terrible things. Did they actually hunt those people? Kill them for real?

I read post after post after post, working my way through threads that laid out how these so-called monsters were at the root of everything evil in the world.

Or what those people thought was evil.

That included things like gays, feminism and equal rights. Some of them even wanted to take away women’s right to vote.

A veritable cesspool of toxic machismo and misogyny.

I stretched and cracked my knuckles.

This… this had to be taken down. If those hints were pointing at something truly criminal, it meant I had to get into those hidden forums. Gather evidence. And then make it all public.

I wasn’t calling myself a hacker for nothing.

And the weakest part of a defense against a hacker always were the people. Which meant I had to slip on a mask and become an accepted member of this group.

I took a deep breath, created a second username and left their intro post on that disgusting forum. It would be fun to play one account against the other, and that would earn my sneaky account some trust.

I’d done it before.

This would be a piece of cake.








  
  

Chapter 3


Shane





Where was Shadow? 

[22:35:47] XxXJokerXxX: Hey, Shadow. U around?



Usually, we’d be deep in a dungeon by this time of the day. And as much as I hated to admit it to myself, I was missing the man. It was pathetic.

I ran my hand through my lanky hair, utterly annoyed with myself, even as worry started to fill me. What if something had happened to Shadow?

I forced myself to get up from the computer, step away from the chat and take a few deep breaths. Nothing would happen to Shadow. It wasn’t as if the man was out on the streets or anything. From what I had gleaned, Shadow was living in the basement of his parents’ home, just like the average gamer nerd.

No, it was more than likely that Shadow was busy with something. Maybe his parental units had pulled him for some chores.

But at this time of the day? Or night?

[22:57:12] XxXJokerXxX: *pokes*



I waited.

Nothing.

I opened a private window. With luck, that would ping him. My fingers were cold when I typed the words. This was beyond pathetic, but I couldn’t help myself.

[23:26:48] XxXJokerXxX: Dammit, Shadow. Where are you?



[23:32:25] ShadowWolf: Oh, sorry, man. Was deep into some shit.



I left out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. Shadow was fine.

[23:32:56] XxXJokerXxX: It’s okay.



[23:35:34] ShadowWolf: Didn’t mean to get you all worried.



It took a few more deep breaths before I could focus again.

[23:41:29] XxXJokerXxX: What kind of shit? 



[23:45:19] ShadowWolf: Eh. Conspiracy stuff. Wanna hop into Crossroads to chat? Don’t feel like typing this all out.



[23:46:08] XxXJokerXxX: Sure.



It took a few minutes to fly into Crossroads, but there was Gruntomax, Shadow’s troll twink he had started a few days ago. We settled on a ridge above that town, comfortably away from any squatters and mobs. I fired up Teamspeak.

“There you are, Joker.”

“Of course.” I took another deep breath, settling the last bit of nerves. “So. What are you getting into this time?”

Shadow laughed, and something filled my heart when he did that. “You won’t believe this crap.”

“Tell me.”

“You know I trawl the web for weird shit, right?”

Oh boy, did I know about that. It was a new conspiracy theory every week. Sometimes, Shadow riled up entire forums, and once he’d gotten a 4chan group banned. I grinned. It was always done for the good of the people. Shadow had no compunctions about targeting assholes.

“So what have you found this time?”

He laughed again before his voice turned serious. “Something scary, Joker. Truly scary.”

I didn’t like that one bit. Shadow didn’t scare easily. “Tell me.”

“There’s this forum. On the dark web.”

“Don’t tell me…”

“Joker. That’s where all the good stuff happens. The real stuff.”

“Pedophiles?”

A snort only Shadow could produce. “I’m not that dumb.”

“Phew.”

“Not tangling with the mafia. Nor any kind of mobster, don’t worry.”

“So what is this?”

“This is a bunch of people who think werewolves are real.”

My heart froze. “Shadow…”

“Nah, they are totally off the rocker. Thing is, they are hiding the real stuff in private subforums, and I’m just getting a foot into that door. I think…”

“Stay away from them!”

“Joker. They are absolutely hilarious. They blame those werewolves for everything, you know.”

“Go on.” I found that I was trembling. Had Shadow stumbled onto a Hunter forum?

“They think that that werewolves corrupt women, making them want unnatural things like careers.” Shadow laughed, although it sounded a bit grim.

“I see.” And dear Gods, how I saw. Otto had spent hours explaining these concepts to me.

“It’s absolutely insane. And there are hints that there is even more juicy stuff in the private forums.”

Oh, I knew exactly what Shadow would find in those forums. I shuddered at the thought.

“Shadow, please, for the love of everything holy, stay away from there.”

“Oh? What do you know about them?”

Damn. Shadow was smart. I had to stop him. “They sound dangerous, Shadow. That’s all.”

“No. I’m not letting you off the hook that easily, Joker. You sounded too… involved for that.”

“I’m not telling you at almost midnight. And certainly not over TeamSpeak.”

“Oooooooh. You do know more, then.”

“I know enough to warn you away from that place. Please, Shadow. If you stay away, I’ll run Razorfen with you a dozen times.”

Shadow’s laugh told me he was beyond delighted. “Nice try, Joker. But these people are making up some monsters because they cannot handle modern times. How bad can they be?”

I knew exactly how bad they could be. But there was no way I would tell Shadow.

“Shadow, just… just believe me. Step away from that forum. Please.”

“Does this have something to do with you, Joker?” His voice was soft, laced with surprise and something else that I couldn’t quite place.

“I’m not… I… I can’t tell you.” I would rather die than admit to Shadow that I had been one of them. That I had done horrible things.

“Then I’ll dig deeper.”

“No!” The shout tore from my throat before I could stop it.

“I get the distinct impression they are fantasizing about killing people, Joker.”

Oh, they did not just fantasize. And I really couldn’t let Shadow find out more.

“Isn’t that normal for conspiracy sites?” Maybe if I could deflect him, get him to think that they were…

“It is, yes. But they have this entire ideology down pat, and from some posts I get this sense of smugness, you know. That they may have done it.”

Of course, they had done it. I knew that only too well. I’d been there.

“And what do you want to do?” My heart felt heavy. The last thing I wanted was Shadow finding out about my shameful past.

“Oh, easy. I want to get into their secret forums, take screenshots and drop those into the hands of people who can actually do something. And then I’ll fade away.”

“They’ll be suspicious.”

“Nah, don’t worry. I’ve done this before. Had forums taken down. Even gotten a few people arrested. You know that.”

I swallowed hard. I couldn’t let my friend tangle with Otto’s old buddies. I just couldn’t. “Shadow. Please be careful. Those Hunters… from what you said, they sound dangerous.”

He laughed again. “Is there anything you want to tell me about them?”

Pain lanced through my heart. “What?” I whispered.

“You sound like you know exactly what I’m talking about. You haven’t protested those werewolf theories at all. And I haven’t mentioned Hunters even once.”

“I…” Dammit! I had slipped up and of course, Shadow had pounced on it. He was that good.

“Tell me, Joker.”

“I can’t.” Even I could hear how flat my voice had become. “Shadow, don’t push me. I cannot.”

And I wouldn’t. There was no way I could allow that world to sneak back into my life. I also owed Beth and her pack too much.

“Scared to talk about yourself? Or your past?”

He was good, and on the mark. I couldn’t let him know, so I took a deep breath, thinking fast. “No. I’m protecting someone. And that’s all you’ll get out of me.”

Silence stretched. On the screen, our characters panted and waved their arms. Mobs ambled about in the distance. I trembled, knowing I’d already said too much.

“I’m sorry, Joker,” Shadow finally said. “I’ll drop it. But I’d like to invite you to a stream next week. I finally got it all set up.”

“I’ll be there.” And I would. I wanted to support Shadow with that, hoping that success in streaming would divert his attention away from his dangerous foray into a Hunters’ forum.

“Thanks. Take care and sleep well.”

“Goodnight. I will.”

I did not sleep well that night. In fact, I didn’t sleep at all.








  
  

Chapter 4


Dylan





This was big. Way too big for just myself. 

Yes, I’d gotten places like this taken down before. It’s what I did in my free time, other than playing WoW. I had practice, and to be honest, it always felt good to push back at the evil on the web.

Like being a superhero, except that my superpowers were simply using forum tricks and making people believe me. Making them think I was one of them, by spewing their nonsense back at them, blowing it up some more.

Maybe I was closer to being a spy than a superhero.

It still sounded good to me.

But this, this was too big. Part of being good was knowing my limits, wasn’t it?

These Hunters were killing people. I just knew it. And I was so close to getting into their triumph subforum to confirm my suspicions that I needed to line up allies to grab everything fast enough before an admin noticed and kicked me off.

Which meant calling Lucky.

He was the only one good enough who I also trusted with this level of forum infiltration. The only one who would not give me away. He was the perfect ally for this job.

That wasn’t why I hesitated.

Lucky was my ex.

We’d been a kind of celeb couple in the hacker world. People adored us, admired our deeds, built us into heroes. And then they turned on us, over something so stupid and little that I had already forgotten about it. Blamed me, especially for being a woman.

They ganged up on me.

Spewed hate and death threats.

I knew it was just the usual stuff and that probably nothing would happen, but it was terrifying nevertheless. And when Lucky’s two best clients threatened him over the whole mess, tried to make him choose between them and me, I left him and moved in with my Aunt Sue and Claire, her wife.

It felt like ripping out my soul, but I would never make Lucky pay for being who I am.

The threats followed me, of course. That was when Claire and Sue got our GSD, Colt, and wouldn’t let me go out without him.

Lucky had tried to protect me anyway, to deflect the anger, but there were several people fanning the flames, and frankly, he needed those clients. It took almost a year for the shitstorm to die down, and it only happened after they found someone else to harass.

It also meant losing all my friends on WoW. My guild kicked me out, probably not even because they hated me but because others disrupted our raids all the time, harassing me. I wouldn’t let them take away my joy completely, I was playing again, with a new account, new characters and in a new guild who didn’t know my past. And there, I had met Joker.

The man had no idea how much his friendship meant to me.

I could tell he was in trouble, himself, that much was obvious from his reaction to these forums I had found. Who was he protecting? And how had he learned about these “Hunters”?

I understood why Joker was scared for my sake, but that line about protecting someone had sounded sincere. Did he know about wolves? That’s what it had sounded like to me.

I shook off those thoughts. There was a conspiracy forum I had to take down, for more reasons than ever.

Huffing out a big sigh, I reached for the phone and pulled up the secret number Lucky had given me, the one I kept under a false name. There was no way I would call him, but I sent him a message.

Need to talk.

That would be enough. We both knew better than to put information out where others could find it. Now I had to wait, as hard as it was.

I made a third account on the forum, spoofed an IP for it and went to work. WoW and Joker would have to wait.

When that account had been accepted, and welcomed by my other two accounts, my phone rang, from a suppressed number.

“Hi?”

Never say yes on a phone until you know who it is. They can record it and use it to confirm contracts without you even knowing about it. Until you get the bill, that is.

“Lucky here. What’s up? You in trouble?”

“Nah.” I laughed. “But there’s something to take down, and I need your help.”

“Still at it.” He laughed as well. “You got it, Dyl.”

I hid my sigh of relief.

After the breakup, we had managed to stay friends, another thing the hateful mob didn’t want to believe. But we both liked peace and teamwork, and just because I couldn’t let him stay close, I didn’t want to lose him completely. Fortunately, Lucky was easy about it all.

“Let me show you,” I said and pulled up a secure connection.

For today, we’d just establish him as a new member. Then, after my main account had crashed and burned, possibly taking my others with it, we could still keep eyes on them.

We had both learned that patience paid well in such cases.








  
  

Chapter 5


Shane





Shadow was late. 

Again.

I tried not to worry. I mean, he’s just a normal guy with a normal life, and I was only a gaming buddy to him. And life got into the way of the game, I knew that.

But he had sounded tired and distracted lately, and the fact that he had stumbled over a Hunter forum was still upsetting me. Even more scary was the fact that he sounded like he would want to do something about it.

Taking on the Hunters was a very bad idea.

I knew that to my core, but I hadn’t been able to make him see the danger, not without revealing way too much. Shadow was smart, he had already guessed that I knew more than I had said.

So much more.

Fortunately, he had stopped pushing, but only after I had pulled the protection card.

Guilt settled in my stomach again, gnawed at me.

I wasn’t protecting anyone. Beth and her pack knew how to handle danger, they had proven that time and again. When Mark and Fred had announced their bond to our leader, they had also recounted their adventure in Germany. They had taken down a drug ring just before Christmas while on vacation, effortlessly, or so it seemed. There was probably more to their story than I had heard, but even so, they made me feel absolutely worthless.

What in the world had made me hunt and cage those creatures?

When they were doing more good than I had in me?

I sighed and stared at the screen, my twink twitching on the hill near Crossroads. I should be making my way east, take the ship in Ratchet, go to Booty Bay, conquer new areas, or at least gather more quests.

It didn’t excite me at all.

[23:18:24] ShadowWolf: Hey.



Finally!

[23:18:53] XxXJokerXxX: Hi!



I could breathe again. So far, the Hunters hadn’t caught up with him.

[23:19:25] ShadowWolf: So about the stream. I had to push it back a week.



That was so unlike Shadow. I’d already seen some of the hype. And I was hoping beyond hope that it wasn’t because of the Hunter forum.

[23:20:17] XxXJokerXxX: Are you alright?



[23:20:42] ShadowWolf: Yeah, sure. But taking down that forum is more work than I thought.



[23:21:16] XxXJokerXxX: No! Stay away from them!



[23:21:21] XxXJokerXxX: Please! Shadow, please!



I felt like biting my nails, not that I ever had done that in my life. But right now, sitting at my desk, staring at the screen, I felt utterly helpless and near panic.

I couldn’t lose Shadow. I could not.

Silence stretched and stretched. I drummed my fingers on the desk, gritted my teeth and forced myself to take deep breaths.

[23:32:39] ShadowWolf: Too late for that, Joker. I saw something. I have to do this.



Dear Gods, he had gotten into the trophy section. I just knew it. And I knew him well enough that he would never let that go. My fingers shook so hard that it took me three tries to type an answer.

[23:34:27] XxXJokerXxX: Please be careful. I’m serious.



[23:34:58] ShadowWolf: Why, do you care?



That hurt. And yet, he was right, he could never know how much I depended on him to keep me sane. This wasn’t a healthy relationship. It wasn’t even friendship. It was me clinging to my idea of a person, an unhealthy coping mechanism. I knew that only too well. My therapist kept telling me to let him go. Not that I would. I had stopped therapy instead.

[23:36:12] XxXJokerXxX: Of course, I do. Who else would run instances with me?



[23:36:25] ShadowWolf: LOL



There was no way I would be able to stop him. Once Shadow had decided something needed to be done, he would do it. I admired that kind of strength. Once, I thought I had it, and the results hadn’t been pretty. But I couldn’t quite let it go yet. I wrote and rewrote my answer a few times.

[23:39:35] XxXJokerXxX: Let me know how it goes. And I will say that I know those are dangerous people.



[23:41:26] ShadowWolf: They are. Trust me, I saw. And now I need you to trust me. Because I’ve done this before.



[23:42:10] XxXJokerXxX: Not with them, you haven’t.



[23:42:47] ShadowWolf: If you want to help me, tell me more. This is going down soon.



[23:43:31] XxXJokerXxX: I can’t. I’m sorry.



[23:45:03] ShadowWolf: Let’s head into Shadowfang. I need to focus on something fun tonight.



Of course, I would follow him into the instance. He was right, we both needed the distraction.

It worked well enough that I even managed to get some sleep afterwards. But I couldn’t shake my fear for Shadow.








  
  

Chapter 6


Dylan





I knew Joker was upset about the Hunter forum. And he knew more than he was willing to say, and that worried me. How was he connected to them? 

The man was gentle and caring, he didn’t fit in with those conspiracy freaks. And now that I knew they actively went out to kill people, I couldn’t understand how he was involved.

Or was he a wolf himself?

I knew very little of that world, other than the fact that I could turn into one. I was doing more of that now that I lived with Claire and Sue, who never batted an eye when I wanted to run in the backyard. With Colt in our household, it was easier than ever, since we had chosen him because of his looks. My wolf and he could have been twins.

I just wish I knew more wolves like myself. It was very lonely keeping that secret, especially as wolves were social creatures. Claire and Sue loved me, of course, and I had worked my google-fu to the max to find a wolf near us, but wolves clearly weren’t drawn to the internet much. I was the exception.

And I would use all my skills to keep those Hunters from killing more wolves. Cold fury burned inside me, ever since I had watched that horrible video of them killing a blonde man with a knife in cold blood, after catching him. After shooting him.

I had shifted my stream to coincide with the moment Lucky would use my account to grab screenshots and files. With a bit of luck, their admin wouldn’t notice the spike in downloads until it was too late. And I would be talking live about WoW, throwing anyone off my scent.

Lucky and I had hatched that plan after I admitted to Joker’s warnings. Shifting the time of an announced stream was never a good idea, and it might come across as suspicious, if they ever connected my account to me. They shouldn’t be able to, but one never knew. Even so, it gave me a very public alibi.

I stretched and cracked my neck before pulling up my files and connecting to YouTube. Actually streaming parts of the game was viciously difficult and demanded more bandwidth than was usually available, so I had pre-recorded some video and would just talk over it live, explaining the objective and my tactics.

Finally, I slipped on my headphones and went live. The usual thrill coursed through my body as I sank into the stream, into talking about choices and lore, commenting the video I had lined up, describing what people were seeing.

Comments were coming in fast and furious, and my heart lifted. This. This was what I lived for, not the boring programming I did for gigs and money.

No, it was the battle of wits against the game, it was directing a team for a mutual goal, learning the tricks and tactics for each win.

In the video, my group had just ganged up on the boss, everyone in perfect position, when a loud bang on my door broke through my focus.

“Just a moment,” I said into my microphone before muting it. What was going…

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the door to my room burst open, as I lifted one hand to my headphones.

“Freeze!”

“Hands up!”

“Police!

I froze, my brain instantly aware of what was going on. And I only had one chance of making it through this alive, of avoiding any of those three guns pointed at me from actually discharging bullets.

Two of those guns waved, covering my entire room, while the third held steady, trained on me. Three men in dark uniforms, wearing riot gear. SWAT. I heard shouting from above, where more of them must be harassing my aunts.

My heart was almost beating out of my chest, my mouth was dry, and I had trouble taking a deep breath. I tried to, anyway. Only staying calm would save me. These men were in combat mode, anything could trigger them.

“Where is she?” one of them barked.

I blinked, phrased my answer carefully. “I am alone in here.” Surely they could see that?

“Where is she?” The question was repeated even more forcefully.

I swallowed. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what you are talking about. I… I was streaming.” I didn’t dare gesture to my screen, but it should have been obvious. The video must still be playing.

The man’s shoulders relaxed a fraction.

“Get up!”

I slowly removed my headphones, signaling every move, before carefully standing up, my hands in the air.

“Step away from the desk!”

I did, folding my hands on my head.

“Frisk her.” He nodded to one of his companions.

All of them lowered their guns, and I could finally draw an easier breath.

“Would you allow me stop the stream, sir?” I asked, just knowing that everyone was watching avidly, not that my portrait would let them see much.

“Shut up!”

While one of them patted me down, professionally enough, I had to admit, the leader hit the switch on my computer, brutally shutting it down. I was screaming inside, but didn’t dare say a word. Hopefully, my system would survive the abuse.

What a useless thought. My life was still in danger, and I worried about a computer? True, I had built the system myself, it was my baby, for all practical purposes, but surely survival should take precedence?

I didn’t dare say anything. One of them was guarding me, the gun fortunately still lowered, while the other two searched my room. Not that there was a lot to search.

I heard steps on the stairs and forced myself to take another deep breath. I had to stay calm.

“All clear,” the newcomer reported. “No sign of the child.”

Was that what I had been accused of? Child abduction?

No surprise those men had been vicious. I would be, too, if a child’s life was on the line.

“Up.” The leader gestured with his head towards the door and the stairs, and I walked there, without any protest or hesitation. I wanted to see my aunts anyway. They could roll with the punches, generally, but a SWAT team dealt big blows.
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