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CHAPTER ONE

 

The sound brushes her ears like a feather, like the haunting whisper of a breeze on a forlorn winter’s night. Slipping through the mists of her sleeping mind like a phantom...a specter...

A single footfall, near-silent.

Very close.

Coming from just beyond the rice paper walls of her room. So subtle a sound it nearly eludes her notice. Yet, for one who has trained mind and body and spirit to remain alert, though she sleeps, this subtle sound is just clear enough, distinct enough. She realizes what it portends even as she awakens. She has heard sounds like this before. She has spent whole months of her life listening for such sounds, learning their subtle codes and the Way of the people who make them. For even the smallest, most trifling of sounds might reveal the tread of an enemy, an assassin.

And tonight the sound she perceives, this faint, faint touch of a soft-soled shoe to tatami flooring, is the sound of one who does not belong.

Coming for her. Coming now.

As she opens her eyes she sees the intruder’s seething heat signature through the veil of the rice-paper wall beyond her feet. The radiance shed by his flesh paints him clearly against the shadowed canvas of the night. He seems almost to smolder in a flickering aura of flames, like a demon, a fiery monstrosity of muscle and steel, bulky and broad and heavily cybered, now pausing just a step beyond the rice-paper doors to her room.

She sees the impending assault in his posture. Her duty is clear, and she has only a moment to prepare.

She shifts her right hand across the lacquered honoki-wood that sheaths the katana lying on her stomach, the twining serpents of the sword’s steel tsuba, guard, and the fine-grained same, shark skin, wrapping the grip.

Then she breathes.

She settles her spirit.

And the killer comes.

He smashes the doors into fragments, bursting through paper panels, splintering wooden supports. The weapon encasing his right forearm erupts with a deafening roar. Bullets tear at bed sheets and bedding. Mere flesh would be ripped to tatters. But she is no longer there. She is a bed sheet flung into the air, twitching and twisting like a tortured ghost. She is a specter darting from shadow to shadow, tumbling, rolling away.

The killer snarls as if enraged by her deceit. He ducks as a lacquered honoki-wood sheath flies at his face like an arrow. He winces and jerks as the disk of a small hand mirror glances off his brow. The thunderous stammering roar of the gun skips a beat, then another, but the murderous barrage erupts anew.

The killer tracks her with computer-assisted precision. Bullets rip at the lacquered floor and pastel-paneled walls so near her feet and back she feels splinters of wood raining against her skin. She is barely an instant ahead of the assassin’s onslaught when abruptly she turns, her long, lustrous black hair swirling around her like a cape, the gleaming blade of her katana rising before her face, ready to meet the enemy head-on.

It is no ordinary blade. This blade, this sword comes from four masume steel bars, hammered, folded and welded into four million layers, then forged, shaped, ground, and polished to a diamond, dikote-tempered hardness by a master of the ancient Masamune technique. One blade may take months to fabricate, smith and mage working ever in concert. The result is as strong a steel as the hand of metahumanity can forge—strong and hard, yet pliant.

For rigidity is death, a dead hand. Brittle and weak. The living hand must be pliant, like a leaf in springtime.

Poised, prepared, she pauses, motionless, an easy target. The stammering autofire weapon zeroes in at once. A torrent of metal-jacketed shells stamped out by spiritless machines clashes against her steel. The bullets blaze like fire, tracking toward her belly, her breast, her throat. Always the sword is there, guarding, defending, swaying like a willow in a breeze, supple, unhurried, deflecting the ruthless stream like so many burning drops of rain.

Yadome-jutsu, it is called. Arrow-cutting.

The killer roars as if possessed by outrage and disbelief, as if witnessing the impossible.

It is neither possible nor impossible. It goes beyond luck or instinct, beyond talent and skill and rigorous training. Beyond even magic. It is the Way and the Way is the Void. Without thought, without feeling, without intention or design. It is all and it is nothing and it comes to her now as naturally as she breathes. It is, the ancient masters would say, above all a matter of timing.

In everything, there is timing. Even in the Void. And the timing of the enemy is the essential element in all battle.

 And now, abruptly, the gun goes silent.

The killer grunts. His movements lay bare his mind. He rushes to reload. No time. He snatches at a second weapon. Too late. For she is already moving, flowing forward like a wraith, breezing through clouds of harsh gun-aroma, rising tall and large of spirit before the killer’s face.

The killer lifts one massive armored fist and out snaps a gleaming steel spike, but this is irrelevant. It is useless now. For she sees the Way with perfect crystalline clarity as never before in all her experience. And the Way is death. The resolute acceptance of death. The warrior’s death. In this moment she may choose either life or death and so she instantly chooses death, merciless death, reckless and uncompromising.

Death. Inevitable death.

The killer thrusts with his spike, but her katana rises, glaring like the summer moon on a rain-swept night.

The sword is her spirit, the spirit her sword, striking strongly, thrusting inexorably upward, piercing armor, metal, and bone, slicing through sternum and larynx, till finally the tip of the blade slides inside the killer’s cranial vault.

The hands of the killer reach toward her—snapping, grasping, clenching—but she is already drifting away, an autumn leaf buoyed on a silken zephyr of wind...

With a flick—chiburi—she clears the blade of blood and gore. Honoring the blade. Restoring its sheen. A young blade, no older than she who wields it. Bearing a polished pattern like the icy rains of the fall, a shower of silvery teardrops. The swordmaker’s silent lament.

And the assassin falls, like a boneless husk.

A gentle, swift end.


 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

For a moment more, the night is still and silent. Machiko holds herself motionless, katana poised. She listens for the least sign that the assassin has not come here alone. She watches the body of the corpse. She sees the blood streaming into pools that shimmer with a slowly fading light. She feels the bits of blood and tissue dotting her chest, her hips and legs. She marvels at the crude brutality of the killer’s assault, and she wonders why he came, who sent him, for what purpose. Then something detonates.

A dull thump rocks the room. It is enough to startle her, to shake her slightly off-balance, to put her once more fully on her guard. Till she sees the broad sea of blood spreading away from the sunken head of the corpse and the churning cloud of heat rising, swelling, gradually fading from view.

A cortex bomb? No. More likely a dead man’s button. A kill rig. Triggered by disabling wounds. With the obvious purpose of precluding even the most casual form of interrogation. Machiko wonders if the killer knew he carried such a device. If he did, that is significant, for it would testify to a degree of fanaticism whole worlds above the mind of the average street samurai.

She ponders this a moment. She breathes. Then, pandemonium erupts.

From another part of the house, her father shouts, “MACHIKO!”  Her mother’s sudden cry of fear seems very shrill. The household alarm blares loudly, then whoops. Every light comes on. The room around her glares with a stark brilliant white. The discomfort to her eyes is intense, but passes swiftly.

Outside the house, she knows, emergency strobes will be flashing, providing a beacon for the local security force.

She looks from the corpse to the ruined panels of the sliding doors, to the wreckage scattered about the room, and back again to the corpse. The brilliant light makes the corpse of a killer seem less a demon than merely a machine, more a machine than human norm. His body is sheathed in black and guarded by heavy armor. His shoulders and arms bulge with augmentations: dermal plating, weapons, a gyromount, tactical computer, and more. A machine designed for killing. Now devastated. Ruined.

To what end?

A pang of sorrow rises out of her stomach, flowing all through her like a tide. It is always this way with her. It is her flaw, her vein of compassion. With the sword in her hand and an enemy before her, she feels born of the selfsame metal of which her blade was forged. Afterward, she mourns. The fiery blossom of the dawn, spotted with dew, mourning the death of night, her sensei once said. But now the quality stirs her to frustrated fury. Should she not feel gladdened? At least satisfied. This is 2058. The Sixth World is full of violence. She rose from sleep to defend herself from this dog of a killer, an attempt at vile murder, and she has prevailed. She has fulfilled duty and honor and avoided the specter of shame that would come with failure. Why is it that she sees nothing in this victory to celebrate? No cause to rejoice. Why does it seem that the taking of this dog’s life is nothing but a cruel waste?

Here, in the guest wing of her parent’s modest house, it is all futility and pointless destruction, a minute shifting of balance in the ceaseless battle that is metahumanity.

A battle right or wrong but never truly won.

If only she could discern some reason. Some motive for the attack. It would give this death meaning, however minuscule.

It would, in some way, make sense of it.

But the time for such reflections comes abruptly to an end. The norm driver and bodyguard assigned to her parents appears amid the wreckage of the doorway, clad only in shorts, a blocky automag in hand. He is tall for a Japanese, nearly as tall as her. He looks to her as if amazed to see her standing. He bows as if suffering a spasm, sudden and brief.

“Machiko-san, what—!”

Before he can finish, her parents are there, her father’s face crimson with alarm, her mother’s full of fear. “We are safe, now,” Machiko says. Briefly, she bows. “Forgive me.”

The bodyguard and her parents hesitate. Machiko does not. She must report this incident. She must alert Nagato Corp security, for an investigation must be begun. She turns to the telecom on the low, black-lacquered stand beside her ruined bedding. She kneels and enters a telecom code. The logo of Nagato Corporation comes instantly to the screen, replaced suddenly by the harried features of a man in Nagato Security Service uniform.

“Duty ops officer!” the man blurts.

“Situation Four,” Machiko tells him. “Advise your command.”

“We have a prior alert—”

Abruptly, another man fills the screen, a lieutenant of the Nagato Corp Security Directorate. “We have attacks on two other GSG within the last several minutes. You are the senior member reporting. What are your instructions?”

Machiko frowns. “Contact Sukayo—”

“I have just dispatched a trauma team to Sukayo-san’s location!” the man tells her. “You are the senior GSG reporting! What are your instructions?”

Astonishment makes a muddle of Machiko’s thoughts. What is this man telling her?  Sukayo injured? The senior-most member of the Green Serpent Guard in need of a trauma team? How could that be? The mere concept shakes her no less rudely than the bomb born by the assassin. It makes her feel as if being woken violently from a dream. “The Chairman. What is his status?”

“Situation unchanged. I have no reports.”

She awakens to the realization that here is the point, the granite breakers around which all shock and puzzlement must swirl unheeded. Honjowara Okido, Chairman of Nagato Combine and its leading corporate enterprise, Nagato Corporation. The Green Serpent Guard are the Chairman’s elites, his servants, agents, and warriors. First and foremost, they are sworn to safeguard his life, no matter the cost. Abruptly, Machiko realizes that the status of the Chairman now is irrelevant. Until seconds ago, she would have considered the home of her parents to be tranquil and untroubled. She must stir herself, look ahead, anticipate any other threats that may be coming this night.

She must wake up!

“What is the Chairman’s location?”

The lieutenant replies with the code word for the Chairman’s estate.

“Initiate Rapier Wind.”

The lieutenant nods sharply and looks to his console, tapping keys. “Security Defense Force notified. Responding in support.”

Machiko breathes, struggles to calm her spirit, to think. The ancient masters have written that even the most vital decisions should be made within the space of seven breaths. The spirit must be resolute. Smash one’s boots to the earth and pass through a wall of iron. Machiko considers. She hears her personal commlink beeping. Yes, she has declared an alert. All that can be done will be done. GSG stationed at the Chairman’s mansion will mobilize. Every member of the Guard not currently on duty will be notified of the alert and will respond at once. Nagato Corp security forces will go on alert and contribute every available officer to aid in defending the Chairman. She can think of nothing else. Nothing she can do from this room in her parent’s home. Her duty now is to prepare for combat and to join the balance of the Guard at the Chairman’s estate.

She breaks the telecom link and stands. A quick rush of padding footsteps and a soft cry like a sob give her warning. Her mother seizes her arm, snares her waist, clenches and clings. Frantic to see and frantic to hold. To make sure she is unhurt. For she is yet a child, in her mother’s gaze. A child raised and loved like the flesh of one’s own flesh. That she has grown tall and slim as only a meta may grow, as only elves ever grow, matters not. An elven child, yes, but no child of elves.

Gently, she draws her mother’s head to her breast, and softly says, “Mother...I must go.”

Her mother sobs, sniffs, and nods.

“In Buddha’s name, what is happening?”  This from her father, now standing a few brief steps away. His face is still crimson and his breathing seems harsh, labored. He lifts a hand to his chest as if suffering a twinge of angina. He casts a worried glance at the corpse of the assassin, the ruined bedding, the telecom. “Machiko—”

“Please be calm,” she says. “We are safe. Security Service is responding.”

“But the Chairman.”

“He is well. Be calm.”

“You said security—”

Machiko struggles to find the words to explain what appears to have happened, events she has prepared to meet at least a thousand times, yet now seem somehow impossible. Her mother looks up at her with an expression of pain and awe. “Two other members of the Guard have been attacked,” Machiko says quietly. “We must assume that an attack against Chairman Honjowara is imminent. That is procedure.”

“Who would dare—!”

“Father, I do not know.”

And now her mother makes an obvious attempt at self-control. She brushes at the tears. She says in a small voice, “You are not hurt?”

“Mother, I am untouched.”

Her mother nods. She bends and picks up the honoki-wood sheath, showing it as great a respect as that due a sword, lining the cradle of her hands with the silk of her own nightgown, offering the sheath with a tiny bow. Machiko bows and accepts it. “Your duty,” her mother says softly. “You must go.”

“Please forgive me.”

“Your fidelity honors us all.”

But then a uniformed man steps through the wreckage of the doorway. The uniform marks him as a sergeant of the Nagato Corp subsidiary responsible for all police services within the boundaries of the Nagato Manor Residence Community. The sergeant’s gaze jumps immediately to Machiko. His surprise is plain. And he bows. He bows very deeply.

This is not unexpected.

But for the thong girding her hips, Machiko is nude. Yet her station in the hierarchy of Nagato Combine could hardly be more apparent. The jade green grip of the katana she holds is merely a clue. The far bolder statement is made by the stark white kabuki-mask of her face, the pure jet mane of her hair, the twining green serpents circling her arms, legs, and torso, and coiling over both shoulders to her breast. What the sergeant does not see is the twining serpent logo emblazoned across both her palms. What perhaps he does not notice is the tall pointed ears hidden beneath the voluminous black hair, and the strong almond contours of the eyes, veiled by a Japanese landscape.

“Please excuse me,” the sergeant blurts. He glances at the corpse of the assassin. “An incident was reported—”

“Yes,” Machiko says, forestalling further remarks that are not necessary. “Nagato security is responding to this location. These are my parents, both Nagato executives. See to their welfare. Secure the house and property and await further instructions.”

The sergeant casts another look at the dead assassin. “This person lying here—”

“Is not your responsibility.”

“Please excuse my ignorance.” The sergeant bows abruptly, then turns and curtly orders two other security officers to search and secure the grounds. He directs a pair of medics to attend Machiko’s parents.

Machiko turns to the green lacquered chest containing her wardrobe.

She must dress.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

For the warrior there can be no distinction between battlefield and bedroom. The sword must always be sharp, the arm prepared to wield it, the spirit ready. There is therefore only one uniform for the Green Serpent Guard, used for ceremony as well as combat.

Machiko dons cushioned underwear to guard her breasts, her groin, elbows, and knees, and tabi for her feet. Over this, a lightweight reinforced silk gi. She straps an Ares monofilament dagger to her left calf and a compact Walter PB-120 holdout pistol to her right. She fixes armored vambraces to her forearms and armored guards about her shins. The vambraces mount snapblades, shuriken in the form of both stars and spikes, and, on the left, a rugged portable commlink.

Over all this she pulls the montsuki, a large-sleeved top, and the hakama, broad-legged pants, and the kamishimo, or over-vest of the Guard. These garments are green with blood-red trim and insulated with ballistic armor. They bear the mon of Nagato Corp and, over disks of black, the twining green serpent logo of the Guard.

At the left of her waist, she holsters a Beretta 200ST automatic with spare clips of ammunition. At the right, nunchaku. Over her belly, a tanto furnished to match her sword, and, at her back, she slings the katana.

From the depths of her wardrobe chest she draws an SCK M-100 submachine gun. This she slings under her right shoulder.

The guns are of course fully loaded and ready to fire. They are, like the katana, like the other weapons, furnished in the brilliant jade-green of the Guard.

Machiko turns from her wardrobe to find her parents being attended by the medics. Her father lies on the floor on his back with an oxygen mask covering his nose and mouth. The look on his face is reassuringly familiar, a look of annoyed self-restraint, stubbornly resolute. It is on account of what he refers to as the “vile traitor” in his chest. One day soon he will have no choice but to agree to replace it with a cardiac prosthesis. Until then, he tolerates the occasional pain. He will not give himself to the surgeon’s blade until he is left with no choice, and so he must tolerate the occasional pain.

Mother kneels beside him holding his hand. She seems well, fragile but in control. The bodyguard stands nearby. The medics appear competent and focused on their work, monitoring her father’s condition, communicating via portable telecom with a doctor at the local hospital.

Machiko feels content to leave. Duty demands that she leave, leave at once, but now even her flawed heart is content.

She catches her mother’s eye. They exchange brief bows. Her father lifts a hand in acknowledgment. Machiko bows in reply, then turns and moves determinedly to the front of the house.

She is barely through the entryway to the garden surrounding the front walk when she encounters a man in the dark gray blazer of a Nagato Security Service supervisor. She points this man to the room where the assassin lies, then steps toward the driveway and car. Her commlink begins beeping.

She opens the cover on her left vambrace and glances at the small screen there. The face she sees is that of Gongoro, another senior GSG, tonight responsible for security at the Chairman’s estate. His face, like hers, is a kabuki-style mask as white as chalk, eyes like black pools, his mouth a burning scarlet wound. He does not talk so much as growl.

“Sukayo, Mitsuharu, and Jiksumi have all been attacked. They are disabled, if not dead.”

Machiko feels her pulse accelerate despite her effort to keep her spirit settled. These three whom Gongoro names are the three most senior of the Guard. That any one of them should be attacked and possibly killed is astonishing. That all three should be disabled in the same hour of the same night seems so far beyond comprehension as to require the intervention of gods. Sukayo-san studied the Way under sensei Kuroda himself. He is as close to becoming the perfect weapon as any mere meta might ever become.

“You are the senior acting member,” Gongoro growls.

“What of Ryokai?”

Gongoro’s growling rises into a snarl. “Ryokai is junior to both you and I! If you do not feel competent to assume command, say so now!”

So this is the point of his call. Machiko scolds herself for failing to grasp the fact sooner. Of course the chain of command must be made clear. Gongoro is right to snarl. And naturally he would be among the first to demand that the issue be settled. “If I am the acting senior, then command will be mine.”

“You are the acting senior!”

“Then I command.”

“What are your orders?”

“Dispatch details to stand watch over Sukayo and the others. Remain on alert.”

“What enemy are we expecting?”

“That is for security to determine.”

Gongoro breaks the link. He has never been a man to waste two words when none will suffice. He cultivates martial valor by means of the deliberate attitude that he is inferior to no one and thus can never be defeated in combat. A worthy concept in a warrior. Fanaticism in all its forms may be extremely valuable. But Gongoro goes too far. He is like the man in the ancient parable, forever swinging a naked blade. Such men earn few allies. They may influence others by the fear they inspire, but not by respect.

Machiko moves to her car, a Toyota Tachi Monarch. The gleaming nebulon body is tinted the green of the Guard and bears at front and rear the twining serpents of the GSG insignia. It starts with a throaty rumble. A key on the driver’s console ignites the blue and amber emergency strobes that rise like louvers out of the front and back hoods.

She is a registered security agent of the Nagato Corporation and is now engaged in urgent corporate business. That is meaningless in regard to New York law. However, in regard to the corps responsible for enforcing the law, it is not without significance.

Machiko steers the Tachi Monarch down the curving driveway to the street, past a phalanx of arriving emergency vehicles, and on through the winding lanes of the Nagato Manor Residence Community. She exerts herself to keep her speed below 90 KPH, to keep her spirit settled, her mind balanced and calm. She keys Ryokai’s commlink code into the car’s console telecom. He answers in two moments.

Her first glimpse of the man gives her concern. Ryokai appears to also be in a car, driving. He appears to be in some pain. The familiar white mask of his face is set into a grim mold. A black strip of some fabric rings the top of his head. The sable hair above it appears wet and matted. The rear of his left cheek is veined in red.

“You are injured?” Machiko asks.

“Head wounds,” he says with a grimace. Yes, head wounds bleed profusely. What is his point? That his wounds look worse than they are? “It’s minor.” He curses. “Machiko-san, what’s happening?  Gongoro told me about Sukayo-san and the others. Were you attacked, too? Are you hurt?”

“Not touched.”

Ryokai nods. Machiko glimpses this as she pulls the Tachi Monarch through a curve, tires shrieking. Ryokai’s gesture is revealing. Under normal circumstances, Ryokai would express relief to hear that anyone had escaped injury. He must be feeling his wounds, minor though they might be.

“I’m thinking that the Triads are behind this,” Ryokai says. “The one who attacked me may have been Chinese. He wore a kill button. It split his skull wide open and ruined his face, but I thought his complexion, and the things he grunted as I took him—”

“He spoke?”

“The inflections seemed Chinese. I’m not sure what he said, but it sounded like Chinese.”

Ryokai has many strengths. His skill at languages is not one of them. Machiko herself knows barely enough to make herself understood in Mandarin, and that is just one of a seemingly endless number of Chinese dialects she has encountered around the New York-New Jersey megaplex. “There are many Triad groups in the plex.”

“Yes, but how many would risk a war with Nagato Combine?”

“Very few.”

“Perhaps we should speak of this to the Chairman, Machiko-san.”

Machiko shakes her head. She skids the Tachi Monarch sideways through an intersection, turning in front of oncoming traffic. Horns blare, tires scream. The Tachi Monarch immediately seizes the road, straightens, and accelerates. Machiko rides onto an entrance ramp of the Long Island Expressway. “Our first duty is to defend the Chairman. Let security examine the bodies of the dead. Then we will see.”

Eight lanes open wide before her, leading across the Nassau boundary to Suffolk County and the eastern districts of Long Island. She veers to the far left lane and presses the accelerator to the floor. A cruiser marked for the Lone Star corporate police briefly falls in behind her, perhaps to provide an escort, but cannot match the Tachi Monarch’s pace. She has no need of an escort, regardless. When traffic fails to yield to the Tachi Monarch’s flashing strobes, she slaloms onto the center median and continues on with unchallenged resolve.

“I’m arriving,” Ryokai says.

“Two minutes.”

The commlink ends. Another kilometer and Machiko steers the Tachi Monarch down a ramp to a local highway surrounded by an ocean of trees and all but barren of traffic. Another minute brings her to the gates of the Chairman’s enclave, a sprawling expanse of hills and woods used not only for the Chairman’s personal residence, but as a park and recreation facility for Nagato executives and their families, and as a secure retreat for high-level meetings.

The gateway is divided into entrance and exit lanes by an armored booth with gun ports and weapons pods. Tonight, ports and pods are open. Armored security vans occupy both the entrance and exit lanes. Troopers of the Nagato Security Defense Force bearing automatic weapons and wearing full body armor flank the vans. Troopers and vans wait behind blast shields risen out of the roadway. The blast shields bear the mon of Nagato Corp and the simple directive:  STOP!

Machiko dims her driving lights and slows and steers for the exit lane. A squad of troopers swarm around the sides of the Tachi Monarch. Machiko lowers her window. She must prove her identity via voice-rec and retina scan. The instant this is complete, a trooper orders the blast shield lowered, the exit lane cleared.

“Proceed!”

Machiko keys Drive. The console telecom bleeps. Machiko nearly forgets she is driving when she sees the face that appears on the small display screen.

“Honjowara-sama.”  Reflexively, Machiko bows. The gesture here is little more than a nod of the head, but she gives it great reverence. 

The Chairman gazes at her sternly. The weight of his responsibilities shows clearly in the deep-etched lines of his face. The force of will that brought together the three main clans comprising the Nagato Combine burns fiercely in his eyes. “Machiko-san,” he says in a tone both grim and momentous. “I now have the preliminary report of the Nagato Security Directorate. You must know that Mitsuharu-san and Jiksumi-san did not survive these despicable attacks. Sukayo-san’s condition is very grave. For the immediate future, you, Machiko-san, must be prepared to act as senior member of the Guard.”

“Yes, Honjowara-sama.” Machiko swallows. Breathes. Nearly puts the Tachi Monarch into the trees standing just beyond the exit lane of the SDF checkpoint. “I am prepared.”

Again, the Chairman watches her. This, the man who rose to control of the Honjowara-gumi by the age of eighteen, who founded Nagato Corporation and extended its holdings throughout North America, into Asia, Europe, the Middle East, who alone condemned anti-metahuman sentiment and brought his New Way to the clans. This man pauses to watch her, evaluating her reaction, perhaps seeing so deeply that he scrutinizes her spirit. Then he says, “Machiko-san. I know that Sukayo-san would give the Guard willingly into your hands. Do not doubt your ability. You are ready.”

“Yes, Honjowara-sama. Thank you.”

The telecom link ends. Machiko feels her pulse racing, her back and hips drenched in sweat.

Command of the Guard.

Till this moment, it had not seemed real.

By Buddha’s mercy...let her be ready.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

The broad lane leading to the Chairman’s estate is lined by the private vehicles of GSG, Nagato security cars, and armored shock vans. The lane ends at a cul-de-sac. A wall of reinforced stone rims the broad circle, rising high to embrace the gateway at the rear of the cul-de-sac. An MVN-17 armored personnel carrier with turret-mounted hard points sits squarely before the gates. More troopers in body armor wait beside the carrier. Lights atop the walls fill the circle with daylight; gun ports in the walls stand open. Armored drones and Yellowjacket light-attack helos buzz and thump, sweeping by overhead.

The manicured parklands flanking the approach lane are full of troopers, some accompanied by paranatural hounds.

Machiko slows the Tachi Monarch to a quick halt just short of the cul-de-sac, pulls the car onto the grass beside the lane, and parks. The sight of the vehicles, the armed and armored personnel, gives her pause. She has played a part in many alerts, both for real and for purposes of training. This time is different. This time the responsibility is uniquely her own. She is the one who declared the alert. Was she right to do that?  Would Sukayo-san have initiated Rapier Wind? the highest level of alert? The enormity of the forces she has called into action brings her a twinge of anxious uncertainty.

But she remembers one essential fact. That was no gutterpunk who attacked her. An assassin so lavishly augmented as the one who attacked her would not come cheaply. And no unprincipled “samurai” of the streets murdered two GSG and brought a third, the most senior, Sukayo-san, near to death. Assassins so highly skilled and so fortunate as to succeed where others have failed could only be purchased by those with serious resources, dire motivations, objectives that must be identified and plans that must be neutralized.

No...she must dispense with uncertainty. There is a threat in the events of this night. A threat that must be answered. A threat that goes beyond the attempted assassinations of the senior five members of the Guard.

A threat against the Chairman, perhaps all Nagato holdings. And therefore against all that she values, all that has ever had meaning, and all that she serves.

What must she do? Is Rapier Wind enough? Or does duty demand she go further?  Machiko is unsure. The express purpose of the Guard is to defend the Chairman from harm. However, she is well aware that the Chairman has occasionally called upon various GSG, herself included, to perform special tasks, to act as his personal agent in certain special matters. But will he allow her to take on a task of her own choosing? A mission to lay bare this new threat to Nagato Combine? To see it defeated, by force if necessary?

This she does not know.

Her spirit yearns to seek out this new enemy and send her steel slashing viciously, mercilessly, through any who would threaten the Chairman, but she calms herself, settles herself.

She breathes.

Tonight, her duty is clear.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

“Another GSG, sir.”

Major Hakatoro Saru of the Nagato Corporation Security Defense Force nods once to his executive officer and waits, arms folded and set, feet planted upon the hard black pavement of the cul-de-sac. He has seen the dark green-tinted Tachi Monarch gliding smoothly up the approach lane to the verge of the cul-de-sac. He is familiar with the expensive and flashy vehicles favored by the elves of Nagato Combine’s Green Serpent Guard. He considers such vehicles an arrogance, yet another proof of elitist attitudes, and thus another indication of the contempt with which most elves regard the balance of humanity, Japanese or no.

Hakatoro is also familiar with the slim, supple figure now coming into view, standing up beside the flamboyant Tachi.

A rare exception to the rule.

She is known as “Machiko-san,” but many of the security troopers under his command privately refer to her as “Jade Tiger.” She walks with the bold, long-legged stride of the warrior who knows no fear. She can be harsh and arrogant in manner when she perceives a need for discipline to be reinforced. Hakatoro, though, understands the need for discipline. He knows the difference between the necessary arrogance of a commander, or leading member of the Guard, and the brand of arrogance that is no better than puerile vanity.

Machiko-san knows this, too. This and more. Hakatoro has heard that other appellation used for her by the younger members of the GSG. “Sword witch,” they call her. It is said that in the training hall of the GSG, located here on the estate, Machiko-san has never been defeated, not with swords, not even by Sukayo-san, who, if mere talk can be believed, once actually defeated the master swordsman who founded the Guard, he who trained the first of the GSG, the one known as Kuroda-sensei.

These elves are of course the most arrogant of warriors, and even the lowest warrior will exaggerate. Yet there is something about Machiko-san that gives credence to the stories about her. One does not have to look very closely to see the steel in her eyes, or the warrior’s compassion in her heart, forever battling to win her spirit. One does not have to listen to much talk to realize that she is a physical adept and that the mana in her is strong. A ferocious combatant. One who rightly approaches the Chairman’s estate with the warrior’s bold stride.

As she approaches the gateway, Hakatoro advances a few paces ahead of his weapons teams to greet her.

They bow.

“Are your forces arrayed to your satisfaction, Hakatoro-san?” Machiko-san asks in her throaty voice of authority.

Hakatoro nods. “I have biologicals in the woods, assault teams on the perimeter, lasers on line, assault guns, and a SAM unit on the hill. Any hostiles will be fragged, burned, or blown to bits, Machiko-san. Defenses in depth, reinforced by your GSG. We are ready for the devil Fuchi itself.”

Machiko-san looks at him sharply. “You have information that Fuchi presents a definite threat?”

Hakatoro hesitates. A peculiar question, this. He is a moment recognizing that Machiko-san has taken his chance mention of Fuchi as a serious statement. This is odd because they have joked about the notorious giant of Fuchi Industrial Electronics on many occasions in the past. Everyone does. Fuchi is well-known for the villainy of its black operations. “Excuse me, Machiko-san,” Hakatoro hurries to say. “I have no such information. I meant only to emphasize that the forces under my command are prepared for whatever enemy we may encounter.”

Momentarily, Machiko-san nods. The throaty voice softens. “You must forgive me, Hakatoro-san. We face a very serious threat. Five senior GSG were attacked tonight. Two are dead.”

Hakatoro scowls. “Impossible.”

“It is so,” Machiko-san assures him. “Sukayo-san himself has been seriously wounded. I have just been informed by the Chairman that I am now acting senior of the Guard.”

Hearing this, Hakatoro straightens his already rigid, erect posture. The stature of the Green Serpent Guard is of course very high. They accompany the Chairman everywhere, watch over him twenty-four hours a day. They are empowered to use any means to ensure that he is safe. Even the most junior member may demand immediate access if he or she should believe that the Chairman’s safety is in question. Yet, the senior member of the Guard is said to stand especially close to the Chairman, at his right hand, and to have his ear, much like a sanro-kai, or “special consultant.” The senior member’s stature is especially high. Had Hakatoro known of Machiko-san’s recent rise in status he would not have spoken so informally. He would have addressed her with the degree of respect accorded the senior-most of the Guard.

“I do not know how long this alert must go on,” Machiko-san continues. “I am hoping that Security Service, or perhaps the Intelligence Directorate will shortly be able to provide us some data, such as the identity of the assassins. This should assist us in evaluating the level of threat we face, and its immediacy.”

Hakatoro nods. “The SDF will on alert for as long as is necessary, Machiko-san. I will advise my command to make all necessary arrangements.”

Machiko-san glances aside.

Hakatoro follows her glance, and finds two other GSG now coming through ports in the gateway, coming toward Machiko-san. Ryokai and Gongoro, both senior GSG. Gongoro was tonight the senior GSG on duty at the estate. Both bow in approaching Machiko-san. Gongoro, arrogant dog, gives a bow that is at best perfunctory, and does not wait for a bow of acknowledgment.

“You will inspect our deployment?” Gongoro says in a clipped tone of command.

Hakatoro restrains himself. He has no authority over members of the Guard. It would be inappropriate for him to snarl at this dog over his churlish manners and thus cause an incident. It would be particularly inappropriate in light of the current alert.

Instead, as Gongoro completes his question, Hakatoro faces Machiko-san and bows. “Does the senior member have any other requests of the Security Defense Force?”

Machiko-san glances back and forth. Her eyes then settle on Hakatoro, much as he had expected. “Not at this time,” Machiko-san replies. “Thank you, Hakatoro-san.”

They bow.

Hakatoro returns to his troops.


 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Gongoro gives no visible response to being interrupted by Major Hakatoro, but Machiko is not deceived. She knows well the measure of Gongoro’s anger. She is quite aware that he does not like being interrupted, especially by members of the security forces, especially by norms. For now, he will do nothing, because duty demands his attention, and because, here in the cul-de-sac, he stands under the guns of Hakatoro’s men, and those men are Hakatoro’s hand-picked best. In time an opportunity will come whereby he may repay Hakatoro his affront, and Gongoro will seize it. That is how he operates.

Ryokai’s eyes dart back and forth as if expecting lightning and thunder to erupt at any moment. And that is Ryokai, ever sensitive to the rise of conflict.

“I will inspect the deployment,” Machiko says.

And her two brothers of the Guard follow her through one of the ports in the gateway.

Compared to the brilliant light flooding the cul-de-sac, the terrain beyond the gateway is nearly lost in darkness. The low hill that the Chairman’s rambling home surmounts is sheltered by massive oaks, some rising thirty meters and higher into the night. Such trees cast heavy shadows. A person with only the benefit of a norm’s unaided vision could easily miss her step. To Machiko’s eyes, the hillside is dark, but the teams of GSG and SDF stationed about the discreet slope of the curving driveway provide guidance, orientation. They are beacons of warmth amid the darkness. They stand out like lanterns among the trees, the manicured garden plots, and sculptured bends of a water-course.

“I have extended our perimeter,” Gongoro remarks.

This is quite obvious.

A team of five GSG, armed with M-22 assault rifles with integral grenade launchers, and supported by an M-107 machine gun, wait barely fifteen meters upslope from the gateway.

Under ordinary conditions, only a third or half of the Guard is on duty at any one time, and would stand watch over only those areas providing the most immediate means of access to the Chairman’s person: the room or garden or hall where the Chairman happens to be, adjacent rooms and corridors, household entrances. It is the responsibility of the Security Defense Force to guard the actual estate, to patrol the property, to seize any intruders and repel all attacks. The SDF is responsible for this and other Nagato facilities. The Green Serpent Guard is responsible specifically for the Chairman’s life. Whether the house and grounds of the estate are attacked and reduced to burning bits of vulcanized ash is of little significance to Machiko, so long as the Chairman himself is not injured.

However, Machiko can only conclude that Gongoro is right to extend the Guard’s perimeter. The entire GSG membership is on hand. Tonight, they can afford to spread themselves across the landscape. Tonight, duty demands it.

“I have doubled the guard on access passages to the Chairman’s rooms and increased the body detail to eight.”

Again, Gongoro has chosen correctly.

The body detail is composed of those GSG assigned to provide close cover over the Chairman’s person. It is the detail’s duty to follow the Chairman from room to room, into the lavatory, the Chairman’s dressing room, even from one side of a room to another, should that seem warranted. Should an assassin suddenly appear, it is the detail’s responsibility to physically move the Chairman out of danger, or kill the assassin, or, if necessary, take the bullet themselves. Bullet or knife or bomb or poisoned dart—whatever weapon is used. Here at the estate, the body detail ordinarily numbers only two. Tonight, though, they must be prepared for everything and anything. Prepared even for death.

Especially for death.

Machiko takes a tour of the hillsides. Experienced members are posted with late-comers to the Guard so that every team of GSG possesses a natural leader. The teams’ positions on the hillsides are tactically sound. The few members Machiko pauses to scrutinize appear prepared for combat: uniforms, equipment, weapons. All properly outfitted.

At the main entrance to the Chairman’s home, Machiko finds Ujitaro. He sits cross-legged on the broad steps in the shadows of the curving pagoda-style roof, flanked by more than a dozen GSG. He looks like any other member of the Guard, except that he carries only sword and dagger for weapons. He has little need for physical weapons. His greatest weapons flow from within. He is a powerful mage, and all the more powerful for the powers of his snakes, the naga. Awakened creatures easily ten meters long and as weighty as an adult metahuman. It is said that the creatures are not merely sentient, but are also magically active, and that they serve to guard both Ujitaro and the Chairman from attacks via the astral plane.

All Machiko knows for certain is that the naga’s venom is no less deadly than a shot from a magnum automatic. She has seen the creatures take down heavily armed hostiles in body armor. It is a sight that encourages respect.

Tonight, the naga lie across Ujitaro’s shoulders and lap and across the width of the steps. As always, Ujitaro appears unaware of the serpents’ weight.

Machiko pauses and bows.

“Nothing to report!” Ujitaro says in his harsh whisper. “Concern yourself with meat bodies and leave mana to me!”

It is nearly a rebuke.

Yet, rather than take insult, Machiko suffers another rise of uncertainty, a silken wave of dismay. All is in readiness. Gongoro has deployed the Guard expertly. Ujitaro has command of the astral and requires nothing of anyone. What is left for her to do?  How is she to contribute? What should she be doing now?

The night offers no immediate answers. She turns to look down the curving slope of the driveway to the gate. She feels a subtle yearning. She wishes Sukayo-san were here. Sukayo would know. He would know what to expect and how to prepare. He would evaluate the few scraps of data that have been pieced together so far and explain what it all must mean.

“Younger sister,” he has called her, too many times to count. And that is how she feels now. Young and untested.

Out of her depth.

Always she has seemed possessed of a mind and spirit best suited to the way of the sword, to martial discipline and individual combat. Till now, she has always been content to leave all larger matters concerning a world of enemies and a multitude of threats to her “older brother,” and those with the breadth of understanding and the depth of wisdom to grasp such difficult arts as strategy, to determine what is the proper course. And now she feels regret, dismay. “Older brother” is not here now. The Guard is now her responsibility. She is the acting senior member. What will she do? What must she do?

A first step abruptly comes to mind. She turns to Ryokai. “Where were you when attacked?”

“At my condo.”

“You were sleeping?”

He nods. “I had just laid down.”

“Was the assassin cyber-augmented?”

Ryokai hesitates, frowning. “I am wondering about this myself, Machiko-san. He carried much equipment. I’m not sure if this was built in or merely strapped on.”

“What weapons did he use?”

“He carried two Ingram smartguns and fired them in unison. He also had an Ares Predator II, which he used when the Ingrams ran out of ammo.”

“Did you have any warning of the attack?”

“Not till he came near my bedroom door. The door was ajar. I heard him breathe. Then caught sight of his heat signature.”

“How did he make his attack?”

“He opened fire as he came through the door. He pushed it inward with the toe of his boot. I anticipated the moment and managed to tumble from my bedding as he opened up. One shot nicked my scalp. Fortunately, I had my Ceska at hand. I snapped off three rounds and caught the assassin in the head, neck, and shoulder. Then the kill button split his skull.”

Machiko considers all this, but the mention of the Ceska briefly distracts her. Ryokai has always favored the Ceska 120 as a backup pistol. Its eccentric design appeals to him. Since their earliest days together at the GSG academy, he has always been intrigued by things that are quirky or unusual. His interest in the kiseru is just another example. He has quite an extensive collection of these ancient weapons, which resemble pipes for smoking tobacco, but are generally a meter in length, made of iron or steel, and come equipped with a handguard. They were used as truncheons by feudal-era yakuza, who, being of the common classes, were forbidden the use of swords.

“How did you deal with your assassin, Machiko-san?”

Machiko explains in brief what occurred with her, then says, “Consider this, Ryokai-san. One assassin crashes into my room like a rhino and unleashes a storm of automatic weapons fire. The other, attacking you, exercises a degree more subtlety, but carries SMGs favored by so-called ‘street samurai.’ Do these seem like the methods of professional assassins? These killers go about their tasks all wrong.”

“Their methods do seem crude.”

Machiko nods. “If I were to undertake an assassination, I would choose my ground with care, and utilize timing, to ensure that I could close with my target, and then take my target’s head with one clean stroke of my sword. There would be no hail of bullets. No confrontation. No discernible noise. It would be like a formal execution. One clean stroke.”

“It might be hours before the bodies were discovered.”

“Precisely.”  Machiko nods agreement. 

“And yet both assassins did succeed at two relatively difficult tasks.”

“Finding us.”

“Yes. And getting to us.”

Finding Ryokai at home could have been luck, but finding Machiko at her parent’s home, rather than at her own condo, that hints at more than mere luck. It would take planning. Perhaps even the support of a skilled decker. The Nagato Manor Residence Community where Machiko’s parents live is Nagato-owned, but operated and secured by a subsidiary, and that subsidiary maintains a complete security establishment. A skilled decker with experience at sleazing information from computers could have breached the Residence Community’s computer system and determined that Machiko had been cleared through the Community’s main entrance earlier in the evening.

Further, neither assassin set off any alarms while making their penetrations. This definitely speaks of a decker’s support. A sufficiently skilled Matrix operative might seize control of windows and doors and other facility devices, so that an assassin might penetrate a “secured” facility merely by placing one foot ahead of the other.

“Amateurs,” Gongoro growls.

Machiko breathes. She turns to face Gongoro, and says, “Amateurs did not kill Mitsuharu-san and Jiksumi-san.”

“What do you know of it?”

“I have seen them fight!”

“You forget. Mitsuharu has been on medication since his oral surgery. Jiksumi indulged too often in wine.”

This changes nothing. “Perhaps the killers were not trained as assassins. That does not make them amateurs. No amateur would survive against Sukayo-san. And the extensive augmentations of the killer who came for me indicates a highly paid operative. A skilled combatant. To do what they have done takes discipline and organization.”

Gongoro sneers. “Like teppodama.”

The idea gives Machiko pause.

Teppodama are “bullets.” The term is used to refer to the occasional need for the lowest-ranked members of a clan, the kobun, to perform tasks like those of a warrior. Kobun are rarely warriors of a degree comparable to members of the Guard, but they may at times be called upon, like warriors, to demonstrate their loyalty to the clan by placing themselves at risk. They may risk injury or death, or perhaps only the chance of arrest and imprisonment. The point is that they must be prepared to prove themselves in ways that go beyond mere words, not only for the clan but for the oyabun, or the Chairman, as Honjowara-sama is properly called.

“You conceive of some similarity between these killers and loyal kobun?” Machiko says.

“They are muscle!” Gongoro growls. “Nothing more than muscle. The killers were crude. They relied upon brute force.”

“But the killers’ augmentations,” Ryokai says.

“This proves nothing!” Gongoro exclaims. “I could go into Manhattan’s Terminal zone and be outfitted with a mountain of surplus cyberware for nothing more than the price of a Tachi Monarch.” To Machiko, Gongoro says, “If this killer had been so highly paid and efficient, you would be dead.”

Indeed, Machiko feels compelled to admit, if only to herself, that Gongoro does have a point. The mere presence of extensive cybernetic augmentations does not prove anything. The metal could be junk, so much non-functional dead weight. But there is another point Gongoro misses. “You were not there,” Machiko says. “You do not know how close this killer came.”

“I know that you live.”

Machiko steps near him, to within one arm’s length, and says, “I live because I sought death.”

And there the discussion pauses.

Gongoro dares not sneer. Machiko makes it this way deliberately. Once her words are spoken, she waits, holding Gongoro’s gaze. She feels again the grip of her katana in her hand, though the sword remains slung at her back, and the unyielding spirit that led her to
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