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  One


  Bullets in 2077 aren’t made of metal. Most of them aren’t, anyway. Most bullets—and as far as I could tell the one lodged in Vasili’s liver right now—are made of high-density polymer, solid state when racked in the magazine or fed from the bandolier, then searing-hot plasma as they pick up speed just before slamming home and bursting and cooling into shards halfway through your guts. Cooling in your blood. Not at all designed to leave exit wounds. Only ruin. And a corpse.


  I was panting, my back pressed against the chrome-polished wall of Inari’s data vault, the sweat soaking through my best white shirt and my best black suit, dripping down the longer lock of black hair dangling in front of my face.


  “Vas! You’re still breathing.” Whether I said it to reassure him or myself, I wasn’t so sure. “We’re getting outta here, Vas.”


  It wasn’t the truth, but what else do you say to someone you know when they’re dying? What feeling can you hope to create in them before they’re gone? Did I actually care? I didn’t want to care, but I couldn’t stop looking at Vasili, hoping my words might do him some good.


  He sucked in a breath. It gurgled in his throat. He only got it halfway down before the reflexes in his lungs kicked the air back out. Blood stained his teeth, dribbled black from the corners of his mouth, and pattered onto his lap. Vas was a good-looking guy. Blond, tight-bodied, tall. Not a mod, augment, or jack on him, far as I could see. I’d be into him probably, if I was into guys at all. But now I’d never get a chance to tell him. Now he was just a fucking mess. He was slouched against the opposite wall, on the other side of the inner vault chamber, the wide open corridor leading to the rest of InariCorp’s impenetrable information fortress between us. Our only way out.


  His only way out, actually.


  He wiped the blood on the sleeve of his brown suit. Waste of fine linen. His voice was shallow, barely a whisper that rose over the InariSec comm-chatter echoing from the corridor, but I heard him all right.


  “Shin… You out?”


  Out?!


  Was that an accusation? I hadn’t told anyone—no, not true, I’d told only Ben. How could Vas know? Did Ben fucking betray me? Who else in the Syndicate knew? All the other guys in our cell were dead farther in the vault, churned to soup from the inside-out by InariSec’s plastic fucking bullets. Had the cell told Vas? Who the fuck else knew I wanted out?


  While the response stuck in my throat, I watched Vas lift his baby-blue eyes up to mine. With some effort, he smiled at me, then dropped his gaze to the revolver in my hand. That’s when I knew what he really meant. Out. Like, out of bullets. I depressed the thumbprint lock, let the eight-chambered cylinder fall open, and counted its lone resident. One bullet. Antique. Metal. I once thought to fashion myself a real cowgirl with this heavy thing. Why not? Don’t like who the world made you? Be someone else.


  Yippee-ki-yay.


  So fucking stupid.


  “Not out. Not yet.”


  The grating, open-channel comms chatter got louder, punctuated with rubber-soled thumps down the corridor. The whole floor was flooded with data cubes, or shards of them anyway, since our take had been shot to pieces along with Vas and the others. They were no bigger than a fingertip, very few still intact, glowing and sputtering a clean LED white like malfunctioning lanterns, a visual indicator that the corporate files contained on the nanodrives within were still functioning. 


  This was supposed to be easy. A high-level job for sure if you were just some Time-Fiend itching for the money to score your next hit, some off-grid no-name wastrel coming in off the street, but with the high-level recon and taps we’d had in place, raiding Inari’s data vault was supposed to be yasashii—easy, a sake-run. Our SynCell had been planning this for months. Feikes got the call on the last day of summer and we’d done nothing else but work through the routines ever since. And for what? Who was on the other end of that call? A-Matter? Tenjin? Fuji-Rai? Any of the other dozen mega-corps in the borders of Osaka? Who cares who? Just some corp trying to fuck over some other corp for some slight—real-world, simulated, or misinterpreted. The sprawling city at large—the rest of Japan that wasn’t already irradiated ash—and all the little worker-bee salaryman and jin read about it in the manufactured news as “insider trading” or something, something as equally misleading. But we—the Syndicates and the cells we operated in—we were the drones, the soldiers in the queen bees’ proxy wars. The criminal elements they paid handsomely under the table to steal information, schematics, proprietary codes, and powerful technology from their competitors. And we—Vasili, Ben, me, and hell, even Feikes himself—were expendable. What kind of public relations nightmare would mega-corps unleash if they sent their well-armed and armored (and clearly branded) security forces to raid one another? The half-human, cybernetic zombies I could hear drawing closer even now.


  I didn’t need to tell Vasili how many bullets I had left. Even though half the life had already gone out of his eyes, he could read me well enough. He knew.


  “Get over here and do us both, ya fucking cunt.” On the end of that, I caught the edge of the Aussie accent he’d been trying to suppress. I hadn’t gotten to know Vas well enough since I’d met him to bother asking why he wanted so badly to lose that part of his identity. I hadn’t bothered to get to know anyone since signing up with the Syndicate, come to think of it. But Vas knew me well enough to know that I fucking hated it when the guys called me a cunt. Was he trying to goad me into blowing his head to pieces? Probably. But, call it pity for a dying man, I didn’t. Not right away, anyhow.


  “What do you want me to do, exactly?”


  “Oh … I dunno, Shin. Let’s put our heads together.” Vasili’s eyelids fluttered as he turned away, his body rerouting all its remaining strength to lift a smile to his face and his bloody index finger to his temple. “Kkhaa-poosh!” He breathed the sound so softly.


  “They’re close now, Vas. You hear ’em? I won’t make it over there.”


  “Know what they do when they catch you? InariSec?”


  Why bother telling him I did… 


  “They’ll put you back together,” he went on. “All the parts that matter. Parts that feel pain. Put the parts of your brain in jars, the ones that may know something. And then they take you apart, piece by piece. ’Til you give it up… Don’t let ‘em take us, Shin. Please.”


  He had me this time, and he didn’t even have to call me a cunt. I considered the final bullet. With one hand, I slammed it home and reactivated the revolver. Without even thinking, the other hand felt through my suit’s inside pocket, my fingers finding the familiar object they were after.


  “I’m sorry, Vas.”


  The boots drew closer, then stopped. On the blueprints in my head, I saw the InariSec squad parked against the massive steel door, only ten meters away. Their chatter had dropped. The vault was as still as the graveyard.


  “Don’t be.” He opened his eyes to tell me with more than his fading voice. I guess it was supposed to be some kind of moment for him, but he laughed when he saw me fixated on the old Shinto charm I held—my omamori—its worn red ribbon laced delicately between my fingers. “Ha!” The sound was more cough than laugh, bringing up a fresh spray of black liver blood on Vasili’s lap. “Didn’t know you were religious.”


  “I’m not.”


  Then everything happened at once.


  I squeezed the charm tight in my fist.


  I swung about. The revolver roared. The bullet lanced through Vasili’s skull, pulping whatever parts of him Inari might’ve hoped to reconstruct. Before the trail of brains and blood had even drawn itself across the floor, before the resonant sound could even fully crash against my eardrums, the high-pitched tingling of the flashbang counted down its final ping and exploded in a concussive white flood.


  Fuck it, I’ve had worse. I remember thinking that, just before the rest.


  Then the bullets came. Polymer patented by Hachiman Technologies Mega-corp itself, the real Japanese god of war. They tore my body to shreds from the inside out. The pain was absolutely exquisite. The first rounds landed in my brain, the plastic shards blocking the neuronal pathways so completely that I couldn’t even register the full sensation of the other rounds that riddled the rest of my flesh. Little stars were born in bright, hot spaces between my organs. Like I said before, there were no exit wounds.


  Amid the swirling smoke and the deafening gunfire, I assume my corpse must’ve dropped to the data vault floor.


  Amid the chaos that followed, I assume the boots drew up around the spot where the killing machines expected to find it. There must’ve been some kind of algorithm jacked into overload when neither the synthetic nor the organic halves of their brains could reconcile with the fact I simply was not there.


  




  Interlude: A Nightmare


  It always starts with the little girl’s feet. Nine years old, she spends so much time staring down at those feet, inside the cage of her arms wrapped tight around her drawn-up knees, her eyes tracing across the canyons of dried blood, the crags split open from the cold, and the craters filled up with filth. It was better for the little girl to look down at those feet than to look up at all the ghosts, those unreal, twisted horrors shambling around the mirror-world only she could see.


  But the nightmare never ends there. They always come for her. Not the ghosts, not in this nightmare, anyway. In this one, it’s always the boys.


  She hears their howling, their taunting, their laughter. It floods the hallways of the orphanage. It’s the braying of beasts on the hunt. She slides up against the wall, too frail and weak to support her own weight, and puts everything she has left into those ruined feet and tries to run, every bare slap of her soles on the grimy, cracked tiled floor bringing a new wave of pain and exhaustion up her legs.


  The little girl is never fast enough, because this isn’t as much a nightmare as it is a memory. Every time they come for her, the little girl dares to hope it will be different, that she will get away.



  Every time I relive this nightmare, I remember she didn’t. Even if she could get away from the boys, she’d never outrun what came next.


  She trips. She falls hard at the end of the hallway. In her panic, she forgot it was a dead end. She flops over on her back and tries to skitter away against the wall, the tears running down her bruised face, dirty strands of black hair all in tangles. She’s wailing and shaking with fear as the boys catch up. 


  “Found you!”


  “Nowhere to run!”


  “This is a boy’s home! No place for girls!”


  “A real-life Jap, too.”


  “How’d we get a Jap in here?”


  “This country’s not yours anymore, bitch!”


  The little girl’s little bony hands can’t protect her head from the slapping. Two of them wrench her hands away and the slaps become fists. She falls over, dazed, and they kick her, their own bare, ruined feet ramming her ribs and limbs, bringing her back from the brink of unconsciousness with every blast of pain.


  The girl starts to scream, “NO! NO NO NOOOOO!” But it only excites the boys more. They kick harder, not one of them able to understand it’s not them she truly fears.


  Only the little girl can feel it—the whump, whump, whump of the monster’s armor. In this nightmare, it always comes with the certainty of a curse. Because it is a curse. Her curse. It’s the samurai. A seven-foot tall, ancient suit of splint mail—kote, haidate, do, sode, and kabuto—every piece accounted for, but no flesh, no body inside holding them up. Only a ghost in a shell, caged. The samurai is the girl’s rage made manifest, which she believes years later.


  “Ie,” she mumbles, she pleads, slipping in and out of her mother tongue.
“Ie… no, please…” And the beating subsides. The boys don’t know that it’s not them the little girl’s begging to stop. “Please don’t…”


  The first boy is lifted off his feet; he hits the wall and something in him cracks. There’s an invisible print of an armored hand against his back, pressing into his spine, and then he crumples in a twisted heap, all his limbs no longer responsive.


  “No!” The little girl’s throat is dry. The scream is hoarse. She doesn’t want to hurt anybody, even as the next boy is hit with something like the wind, hurling him thirty meters back down the hall, back into the night shadows of the decrepit orphanage.


  In the nightmare, the little girl thinks she doesn’t want to hurt them. 


  I remember her thinking that. But she’s stupid, afraid of her own power.



  I know better now. Years later, I know I had wanted them all dead.


  That night, I cursed myself.


  The two fuckers that still stand over the girl don’t know what to do. They just witness in silence as the invisible force eradicates the others. One of them has lost control of himself. I see a bloom of wet yellow spreading across the front of the off-white rags he calls pants.
Piss-boy watches in horror as his last friend’s ankle shoots out, as he loses his balance and his skull cracks against the floor, as he’s lifted, dangling with the sole of his foot centimeters from the ceiling, moaning and gibbering uncontrollably. And then he’s split from the groin down. The sound of popping joints and rending muscle and splitting bone petrifies the final, piss-stained boy. The sound of his friend ceases. Just a wet slap of meat hitting the tiles now.


  In the nightmare, the little girl still cries. “Gomein… Gomein…”


  But in my memory, I’m laughing. 


  I remember the last boy, and what happens to him, and I’m laughing my fucking ass off.


  




  Two


  Picture a tree. A tall tree, with no branches worth mentioning. Just a solid trunk. 


  Picture, perhaps, a bamboo.


  Now imagine it snapping in half. A clean break. At an angle, so it slides slowly down itself, near-frictionless, like what you’d see in an anime.


  Only … now it’s not just breaking simply and easily. Imagine instead it’s twisting, its molecules grinding against one another until they just can’t hold on and snap apart in splinters.


  Replace the bamboo tree with a bone. A femur. Your femur.


  Feel the pain of twisting like this—in every bone of your body, all at once—and you may start to understand how it feels when I cross between the land of the dead and the land of the living.
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  I fell on my hands and knees, drenched in more than just sweat, biting hard against the agony writhing throughout my body. I heard the splash of the slimy stuff on the rough pavement all around me, like I’d just been vertically vomited out of a swimming pool. Not an inaccurate comparison, actually.


  I gasped, and I found the slime had filled my lungs. Sometimes it does. I lurched, my spine rolling up and down, over and over, until wave after wave I’d puked it all up. All the purple goop, all of it. Hot as fire in this world, but to me, so cold. So, so cold. It steamed in a circle all around me; it dried up on my back, evaporating. In a few seconds, it would all be gone.


  I fell over on my side and curled into an awkward fetal position, shivering. My eyes spun around in their sockets, finally focusing on the thing I clutched in my hand: my Shinto charm. Just a tiny coin emblazoned with the triple hollyhock seal of the Tokugawa Shogunate on one side, some scratched-out kanji on the other, and a hole for its red ribbon bangle. Just a tiny little trinket I stole from a long-abandoned shrine when I ran away from the orphanage. As a kid, I thought it was beautiful. The most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I thought I was saving it from the creeping decay that’s slowly been claiming all the old places in NeOsaka. Only a few days later I heard that shrine was finally torn down, one of the last in the city. They’re probably all gone now, ten years later. Who knows?


  So I thought I’d preserved an important piece of Japanese history, but the truth was it was preserving me.


  My name is Shinjiro Asai, and for as long as I can remember, I’ve been cursed. I see what others cannot see. The dead. Ghosts. Twisted and entropic. I see their world, exactly like this world, only warped, bent so far out of any human proportion that the sight of it would drive you insane. For the longest time, I believed I was insane. 


  But then I died for the first time.


  And I came back whole, and I knew that what would be another person’s nightmare was my inescapable reality.


  And the time I spent between death and rebirth, I spent in the Underworld. Yomi. The land of the dead.


  Even when I’m not there—when I’m not dead—I still see it. I still see them, all the ghosts. They roam the streets, purposeless, despondent, shells of the men and women they once were and mocking mirror-images of who they were supposed to become. In that regard, come to think of it, they’re not so different than the mega-corp salarymen stalking up and down the neon-lit streets of the sprawl, perpetually late for another day of slaving over spreadsheets, data-mined marketing campaigns, software schematics, or whatever the hell else the NeOsaka elite do with their time. If I could pick one group or the other to see all the time, well, it would be a rather tough choice. Unfortunately, I’m fucked. I can’t pick. I see both kinds of zombie. Forever and always.


  Whereas the living corporate ones are all dressed alike in 2077—in slim suits, and slimmer ties, and blinking neural-implants bolted to their skulls—the dead come draped in all varieties of withering rags. Yomi is a place of entropy, decline, stagnation. Mold in the real world grows on things in order to break them down to nothing, and then it too will disappear. But in Yomi, nothing disappears. Memory is the mold, and the dead do not forget. The kimono that wrapped your ancestor when he was burned on the pyre, the dress your bride wore before you murdered her on your wedding night—hell, even the swimsuit your buddy wore to that synthetic-sand beach where he swam way too close to the android shark—I see all their ghosts exactly as they were when the living world had its final memory of them.


  And now, toppled on my side in that thin strip of alley (which the zoning bots hadn’t yet found a use for beyond piling heaps of trash), I saw one of them. A man—an old man, with the kind of three-piece, four-button suit that dated his death sometime in the mid-21st, all in tatters—was staring right at me. I saw the suit first, counted its buttons (and scoffed because that’s just who I am). Then I saw the briefcase, open, with business papers spilling out slowly, one by one, caught in an eternal, intangible breeze and fading away behind him. From that wrist, a stream of dark oily blood flowed, dripping onto each paper, like kissing them goodbye on their way to work. Then I saw the pocketknife in his other hand, wet with it too. And I knew his story.


  And I fucking hate myself for feeling, for wanting to know more. Because that’s when I looked into his eyes. And it was all over.


  “Sh… Shit-tt-tt.” My teeth chattered. I wanted to say it was from the lingering cold of the purple goop. Not from fear. I struggled to my hands and knees while the ghost took his first slow steps toward me. He had maybe ten meters left to go. I knew I had a couple of seconds to calm him down and slip away.


  I can’t tell you what the ghosts want. I have no idea. No one’s told me anything about my curse, and I wouldn’t know who to ask, anyway. But, regardless, I didn’t manage to get this far in life (I mean that ironically, of course) without making some observations, acting on them, and finding some positive results. So I can’t tell you for sure what this shambling apparition wanted, but I could guess it was for somebody to just feel with him. Feel for him. Someone to remember him, I think. Some form of peace. Just peace. An end to the confusion, to the endless, aimless, pointless wandering of his afterlife. 


  Mr. Briefcase-Sama there was just looking for some sign that showed him where to go. In this case, some body. Literally. 


  My body.


  I managed to rise onto my knees and face the ghost. Before, I had relied on the tattoo covering my chest—from shoulder to shoulder, hip to hip—of the massive torii gate, the traditional Shinto (and adoptive Buddhist) symbol of a gateway separating the sacred from the profane, the kind of monuments mega-corps had been tearing down for decades, when they can find them still standing in the dark corners amid the sprawl. I crossed a gate a long time ago at the same decrepit shrine where I stole the charm. I saw it drive the ghosts away as if the torii gate’s two standing hashira posts and the shimaki beam on top and the peeling vermillion paint had suddenly reminded them they were needed elsewhere. Since then, I’ve found a couple more scattered across NeOsaka, and I’ve committed their locations to memory more strongly than the face of my own mother.


  Well, I never had a mother. Or any actual family. 


  Observations, like I said before. Adaptation. Survival.


  Despite knowing all this, I didn’t particularly feel like flashing my tattoo or my tits in that alleyway. And besides, after I’d suffered a particularly bad walk through Yomi a while back—straight into a mob of angry phantoms with long fingernails—the ink on my chest had been marred with scar tissue that never healed when I phased back, and its magic hadn’t worked the same since.


  The ghosts tend to slow when you break eye contact, and just then, concentrating on rolling back my bullet-tattered suit sleeves bought me the precious few seconds more I needed before Mr. Briefcase-Sama lashed out at me with his papers or his pocket knife.


  I slammed my forearms together, forming the two halves of my other, newer torii tattoo into one, and the ghost stopped, just centimeters away. I could feel the frost spreading on my skin, the muscles all down my back tensing, bracing the rest of my body against the sudden rush of cold. I clamped my chittering jaw tight and held my breath, eyes closed, braced behind the shield my arms made, just waiting. I knew waiting was all I could do.


  Then the cold receded. The torii stood resolute between us. Warmth spread again through my arms. I relaxed, opened my eyes, and glimpsed the suicidal salaryman ghost’s back just as he rounded the corner and melded with the flowing throngs choking NeOsaka’s street level.


  Everything was so quiet, so still. Another thing I can’t explain is how or why these Shinto symbols confound the spirits. Or why the charm gives me command (I use the term very, very loosely) over the curse. I used to wonder—no, in fact, every time I wonder. I’m left staring, dumbfounded, wondering what I did to deserve my life.


  And forgetting the important matters that demanded more immediate attention.


  “Shin… Shin… What the fuck happened in there?”


  I heard my name. Heard the question. I thought for a second maybe I’d been talking to myself again, only to then realize the sound came from my comlink’s audio node that had fallen from my ear, probably during the violent spasms of my most recent death. In this day and age, most denizens of NeOsaka had comlink hardware embedded under the skin at their temple, capable of transmitting incoming and outgoing voice vibrations just loud enough for the user to hear. Body-purists—as few and far between as they are nowadays—at the very least had better, more wearable models than mine. But I held on to my ancient piece of shit because it seemed to be the only tech in my suit pockets that didn’t get fried during my trips to and from the spirit world. At least not yet.


  I slipped the node into my ear. The voice on the other end belonged to Ben Roy Doon, my SynCell’s handler, my one-and-only sort-of friend. With Vas and the others gone, we were the last reps left. “Shin, say something! You just blipped back on the grid. You’re…”


  “Ben,” I croaked, dry-throated, into the little outdated mic-dongle attached to my collar, cutting him off. I could picture him perched in front of his wall of monitors, squinting into scrolling pixels and readouts, pulling out nervous fistfuls of his wispy hair, flipping back and forth through his stacks of stapled papers. “Ben, I—”


  “SHIN! Shit, fuck, man!”


  “Calm down. How do I get outta here?”


  “What happened at Inari? I thought you d-died! Again!”


  “I did,” I told him, but he didn’t know I was telling the truth. To him, it was just more of my endearing sarcasm. Then I decided to clarify, clearing my throat as I searched for the right word. “I got … re-routed.”


  “I’ll say! I got you now. Shinjiro Asai never die! Haa!”


  The words brought a smile to my lips, made me think of the toast he’d make at my wedding someday. 


  “Listen, Shin, you’re half a kilo from Inari. The others are…” As usual, Ben’s mouth ran a couple steps ahead of his mind. The others aren’t with you, he meant to say, or maybe even the others are still in there because you sold them out, you traitorous cunt. He said instead, “Wow, how’d you—” and I still cut him off.


  “No time. If you got me on-grid, InariSec might have me, too. I don’t know if these comms are clea—”


  “No way!!” If my comlink had been equipped with a front-eye, holo-light display, I bet I’d have seen Ben’s fingers pinching the bridge of his nose just then, pushing his old plastic glasses farther down. It was a gesture I knew meant he wasn’t exactly sure of anything, even while verbally denying it. The stuttering always gave it away too. “No, n-n-no, no way, Shin. My recon was tight on this one. Secured ch-ch-channel. Unique PINs, IDs, I’ve even tried out a string of Acronymic—”


  “Ben! I don’t care!”


  “…Spent months on—”


  “Shut the fuck up!!”


  I tried to stand on my feet, but almost instantly reeled away toward the rough brick wall nearby. I lowered my dizzy head unknowingly into a blast of exhaust that smelled like the grease trap from a kitchen in hell. I spun away reflexively, straight into a muck puddle seeping from underneath a mound of trash next to an overflowing dumpster. I could see maggots writhing blindly in the split bags. I gagged, less from the stench of urban neglect and decay and more from the demise of my new synthetic-leather shoes. Shame, they matched my best suit brilliantly.


  Even in the silence that followed, I knew Ben was still there on the other end of the comlink, searching the digital layers and bi-levels of NeOsaka streets for my optimal route and simultaneously stitching in his home-grown algorithms to send my on-grid presence pinging in the opposite direction. Despite all he was doing to help me, Ben just wasn’t working fast enough for me. “Tell me where the fuck to go, Ben,” I groaned. I felt heat spreading through me, from the absence of the cold, from agitation with my handler, from the guilt crashing against me as I pictured Vasili’s brains exploding from the impact of my antique bullet; who can say? 


  I realized then that I must’ve dropped my antique cowgirl revolver on the data vault floor. Thankfully, there was no way InariSec could trace it back to me since I’d bought it secondhand off an ex-militia collector from America years ago, and those types never kept sales records if they knew what was good for them. Right? I’d really liked that gun, even if I’d only fired it six times, and five of those were wild, just to make the others think I was doing my part, right before they all got shot down. 


  “N-north,” Ben said finally. “Uh, to your left, if I got you oriented.”


  I pushed myself off the wall and took several unsteady steps in that direction, away from where the ghost had gone. The alley curved around in this direction, hugging the line of what might have been a street sixty years ago, back when urban design was more careful and deliberate. My recent, unplanned trek through the spirit world had not only taken me a few blocks over from Inari’s databank facility, but it had also taken me down several hundred meters, somewhere in NeOsaka’s maze of sub-streets.


  Since the rise of dominant corporate culture, almost all the old stone places had been carved out, asphalt torn to shreds and re-purposed, cables and sewer lines re-routed, and towering steel sunk deep in the Earth, serving as the foundations for the misshapen needles jabbing into the sky and the ribbons of automated highways lacing between them. The mega-corps had bought the power to bypass any regulations they wanted, since after devising the technologies that saved Japan from the catastrophes that brought down most of the world, they had essentially bought their reputations as saviors. And so construction began, and layers and layers of poor urban planning were laid down one over each other every decade or so, like new skin grafts that kept the elderly feeling fresh by concealing the actual decay spreading underneath. Sometimes, when I walk the twisting streets down here—the city’s dripping runoff channels that used to be roads—I hear a terrible groaning of all that steel and concrete. It’s the spirit of NeOsaka itself, sagging under the pressure and gravity, feeling its true age.


  I’d been answering Ben’s prodding about the other guys in our SynCell with silence for a few minutes before he finally gave up. Ben was smart. I knew he knew they were dead. The real question he wanted to ask was the same one Feikes would want to ask: Why is Shinjiro Asai not dead with them? But Ben swallowed that one too, for the time being. After another minute, I heard his voice crackle again in my audio node.


  “What’re we gonna do, Shin?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “You didn’t get the cubes, Shin.”


  “No, Ben. I didn’t get the cubes.”


  “I mean, Feikes is gotta be lookin’ bad right now. We made him look bad. We needed this job. What’s he gonna do—we’re the last two left?”


  “Feikes doesn’t know where I live,” I came back automatically, and instantly regretted bringing it up. It was true. Feikes didn’t know where to find me or where I was going, and so Feikes couldn’t touch me, and that gave me a little time.


  But Ben knew. I’d made the mistake of having him over once, when I’d gotten low again and thought I should have a friend. My life, it seemed, was pinned up with moments of weakness and stupidity. Because if Ben knew, and Feikes’s goons got to him, I’d have to start all over again after they killed me. Only there’d be no more Ben because they’d kill him, too. I angrily blew my dangling lock of hair out of my face, hoping maybe I could blow away having to sort out how that idea made me feel.


  “Fuck,” I groaned to myself, but Ben heard it, of course, and even through all the wires and invisible networks separating us, Ben heard what I was thinking. I was his only chance. Now it was his turn to be silent. I took a deep breath.


  “Get out of your cramped little hacker hole closet and get over to my place as soon as you can. Leave all your shit behind.”


  “B-b-but, s-some of this sh-sh-shi—”


  “Leave it, Ben.”


  “—t’s on loan from some p-p-powerf—”


  “I said leave it!”


  I’d been suspicious for a while about where Ben was getting the gear for his intrusion rig. Some state-of-the-art equipment started showing up, like a pair of blackout cyberspace goggles and even a full-body haptic net-point suit that he’d only tried on one time and had needed my help to get into, then couldn’t configure, anyway. There was no way Feikes or anyone else who’d managed our cell in the past had put up the funds for our handler’s new toys. The irony was, that same cutting-edge stuff showed up alongside gadgets, cables, and drives that were the textbook definition of “obsolete.” Flip-phones, AM/FM radios, VHS camcorders with cassette tapes, USB devices, and more. Apparently, there was a black market for that kind of stuff and hobbyists who tried to get it all working and talking with modern hardware. Rumor was that it was that old junk that enabled the hacker group called The Cluster to stay undetected on the grid. 


  None of that gear, whether new-age or antique, made Ben really more effective at his job anyway (case in point, the haptic suit). I’d been meaning to confront Ben about where it all came from, but I kept putting it off, and now was certainly not the time with InariSec likely closing in on me. 


  I heard him sigh. Then, “What about you?”


  “I know the way from here.”


  I did. Phasing in and out of Yomi voluntarily—or worse, being forced through the veil between worlds by Death itself—left me with a foggy memory of my time there. Maybe it was because I never actually want to go there. It was like trying to forget, yet at the same time, forcing yourself to remember the details of the bad dream you had yesterday. But, just like in dreams, I had learned that my subconscious mind could direct me. Knowing this, my last living thought had been how much I just wanted to go home, just as InariSec killed me. 


  “Home’s not far for me,” I added, realizing too late how sentimental I sounded.


  “Okay,” Ben said. “Leaving now.”


  I pulled the node from my ear, denying whatever else he wanted to say or ask from reaching me. If Ben played it smart, he would stay away from the automated transit systems, both above and below ground. Needing to remote-hack a few identity gateways to bypass the data-mining protocols set off by his unique iris patterns—which would in turn activate marketing algorithms and ping any Syndicate hackers who might be watching the grid—would heap another half hour onto his ETA.


  So I had some time to kill.


  I knew I should’ve killed it at home, sunk in my rickety, old, cushioned chair, downing glass after glass of throat-scorching scotch, drowning in futile escape plans and daydreams of dead-end futures, realizing how trapped I was in this city, how there was no way out, ruminating over my mistakes, all of them, and hating myself—until Ben finally arrived and maybe I could turn the seething scotch-fueled anger on him.


  But I still felt the phantom cold of the ghost that almost touched me, Mr. Briefcase-Sama. I felt it trembling down my arms and freezing in my chest. Mr. Briefcase-Sama: in life, another faceless, 21st century nobody, a mega-corp salary slave, a zombie—and in death, another victim of karoshi, or practically corporate-sponsored suicide, his body worked literally to death, his spirit now alone, lost, cursed to wander everywhere and belong nowhere, forever. That’s what I’d seen in his hollow eyes, that emptiness in life that had clung to him even in death. I was the only one, maybe ever, who had ever seen it in him. I was the only one, maybe, who could help him. I was, maybe, his only guide.


  But I had turned him the fuck away. I’d thrown up the image of a sacred torii gate in his face and told him to beat it, that there was nothing on the other side to which he belonged.


  I gripped the bullet-frayed edges of the ruin of my once-best black suit—the blood may not stick to my skin, but it certainly stains my dress shirts—and kept my eyes on the ground as my body merged with the others flowing through the veins of the NeOsaka under city, almost calcified shut with the packs of people plying through the city’s sub-streets. Down there was a whole other type of Osaka, layers and layers deep below the smooth, flowing sky-traffic between buildings. Bursts of laughter, cigarette smoke, and flavored vapor. Shouts, behind and in front. Smells of over-salted bowls of quick ramen and lab-fab’d pork blocks wafting on jets of steam from the squat carts and tents jutting like rocks in the river. The buzz of delivery drones zipping by overhead. The thrum of music rattling bricks, windows, and plaster seals. The pulsing lights of the dynam-ads that explode into pixelated life beside you, hardlight ghosts that hack your comlink signal and sell you on your own dreams and grid-search history in real time, mascot animals barking rabidly and sex-symbol celebrity spokespersons cooing seductively. 


  I ignored it all, simply watched my feet fall one in front of the other as they carried me between the throngs of tangible and intangible bodies. I navigated by the splashes of pink-green-blue neon signs reflected in the stagnant puddles of the lowest places NeOsaka could go.


  I knew it would take Ben at least an hour to meet me, so I would kill time trying to find someone else some peace in the afterlife.


  




  Three


  NeOsaka faces the sea on its southern side. Most of that real estate is clogged with ports and terminals that have either been swamped by the gradual melting of the polar ice caps and rise of the world’s ocean water or were repurposed as launch-and-land strips for the bulkier supply shuttles sent to Heaven, or Takamagahara in case you don’t know, the sub-orbital platform hanging in the sky where the highest of the high corporate elites gave each other hand jobs and made the most lucrative deals. So down here you’ll find only kilometers of endless rust right along fenced-in sites heavily automated by machines. And if you look really hard, you might find the old graveyard wedged between it all.


  This place was dug into the side of a hill sloping down to the sea, a hundred years ago. Maybe more. It was a massive bowl, with maybe a hundred U-shaped tiers and paths ringing around every level, each ring packed with haka—tall, granite gravestones—each engraved with the kanji of the family whose bones rest there.


  Or whose bones are supposed to rest there, anyway.


  But no one has time to care anymore. No, that’s not true. I know people better than that. I know they wouldn’t care even if they had time. But I can’t blame them. For generations, you’re told that these things matter—your invisible ancestors, they’re out there, looking out for you, and you need to show your face once a year so they don’t forget who to protect. Only, if you can’t see them, how do you know any of it’s true? Your dead family is just that, dead. And you’re alive, and you have more important things to do, bills to pay, games to play, transits to catch, drinks to drown your sorrow. So you didn’t even notice when the sea level rose high enough to drown your family’s haka stone at the bottom of the bowl-shaped graveyard. By then, you’d already forgotten the graveyard existed. You forgot your ancestors. You forgot the traditions that gave them peace. 


  But I haven’t forgotten.


  You’re welcome.


  As I approached, I saw the huge torii gate at the end of the lane, camouflaged as it was amongst the other posts and wire-bearing poles along the perimeter. Acid rain had long ago washed away the gate’s vermillion paint, and I’d learned not to caress it as I passed through or else suffer a palm full of splinters. But, like the graveyard itself, somehow it still stood, solid and imposing, in the world that had all but abandoned it.


  I closed the rusted gate behind me; the groaning sound of it blasted through the still night, as loud as any security alarm, but I knew there was no one around to hear it, or care—like I said. I found the rice-cooker on the workbench I’d set up just inside the entrance and flipped the switch. I punched in the code I’d saved in the 3D lacquerware printer that sat right next to it and drummed my fingers as the thing whirred to life, guzzling a quarter-liter of the liquid plastic from the tank under the table to fashion a black rice bowl inside its glass case. Just under thirty seconds, and both the rice and the bowl were done. I scooped the one into the other, pocketed a few incense sticks and hashi—chopsticks—from the drawer, and grabbed the long-reed broom on my way toward the graveyard’s central path.


  I passed through the grove of sakura trees whose overgrown and untended roots had pushed through the concrete walkways years before I ever found this place, turning the path quite treacherous. How those fucking things were still alive was beyond me. Thanks to the slanting ceilings of concrete and steel that held up the upper city, no sun ever shined there. Nothing clean ever rained. Just the trickling runoff from the sprawl above, or even the salty sludge creeping in from the sea below. But alive they were. Thriving even. It didn’t make sense, but what in my life ever did? It would be a month yet before the place was flooded with pink blossoms, the air heavy with the trees’ sweet scent. I’d seen it happen once a year, every year that I lived down there. By now, all the otherworldly chill had worked its way out of my body. As I exited the other side of the grove, I felt eerily refreshed, born again. This inexplicable life in the middle of a void on the rim of the great city always filled me with a warmth that I could not explain. Something I could not see or hear wanted me to be there. 


  I emerged from the grove and paused at the top of the grand staircase that divided the graveyard in two, the tiers of gravestones swept out to either side like spreading wings. Here, there were no mega-corp towers to obstruct the beauty of the sky. No neon diffusing the black of the night. No ribbons of automated transports floating deliveries and bodies and business in an endless cycle between the notches carved out of the sprawl. Here, there were stars. That was if the acrid exhaust clouds from the A-Matter Power & Industry’s plants farther down the coast didn’t roll in on the eastern wind … and if you squinted hard enough. Tonight, there were no clouds. There was no need to narrow my eyes.


  At the very bottom of the bowl, the white crescent shape of the waxing moon reflected from the still water where the seas had risen gradually. I should’ve marveled at all this serenity, this singular, fleeting moment in which this vision of the old world could outshine the pulsating synthetic light of the new one, but all I ever thought about, every time I looked down at that wide circle of water, was all the thousand graves I could never reach beneath the reflective mirror of the placid surface. All the more ancestors I could never hope to guide to their rest, and so all the more angry dead I could encounter out there, beyond the torii gates.


  I felt the weight of the rice bowl in one hand and the broom in the other. I remembered Mr. Briefcase-Sama and the whole reason I had come here instead of going home to wait for Ben.


  I didn’t know the ghost’s name. I didn’t know if his family’s grave was even here, but I knew very well the simple logic by which I had observed, adapted, and survived for the last two years: I reasoned that for every one of the wandering, angry ghosts I encountered, I would perform the rites for two of the untended graves, and in the long run, the odds would turn out in my favor. If I just kept at it long enough, maybe, eventually, all the ghosts lost in Yomi would find their way home.


  What else was I supposed to do?


  I descended the stairs, counting twenty-three tiers on my way. At the twenty-fourth, I hung a left and breezed past fifty-nine haka stones, making note of the first handful of them which would need fresh rice in the coming days. I stopped before the sixtieth. This is where I had left off last time I was here, just the night previous, just before the Inari job, actually. The stone itself wasn’t in terrible shape. I could still make out the kanji of the family’s name: Hamada.


  Maybe Mr. Briefcase was named Mr. Hamada.


  “It’ll have to do,” I murmured and set the rice bowl gently atop the granite slab. First, I swept the gravel lane of all the accumulated debris—mostly leaves and old sakura petals from seasons past, but the occasional scrap of paper that wafted in from the surrounding sprawl, and sometimes even ash borne on the breeze from some part of the ruined world beyond NeOsaka. I sent it all down, murmuring a prayer as I did, entreating the kami for peace upon this place, this name Hamada, and all who bore it, living or dead. I kneeled before the gravestone, found the incense and lighter in my suit’s inner pocket, and lit the ends. I stuck the hashi in the rice—kind of a visual aid for the ancestor spirits, who otherwise couldn’t comprehend what to do with a bowl of rice unless the chopsticks were there, I don’t know—and then I clapped my hands, closed my eyes, and bowed deeply.


  This was Obon, a Shinto rite that had found its way into the Zen Buddhist traditions that had come to define so much of Japanese daily life. This was Obon, and honestly, I had no fucking clue if I was doing it right. I read about this somewhere, on some really retro data cache Ben had dug up for me once. It’s not like I could laser-print the page and take it to the onmyoji at my local shrine and ask what the fuck it was all about. A couple of days after reading about Obon, I decided to try it myself. Maybe it was the act of bringing cleanliness to an unclean place, the smell of the incense, the deliberate closing of my eyes even in a world that demanded your attention, the speed of life giving way to the meditative stillness of death—I don’t know… But the Obon gave me a sense of peace.


  Of course, part of the “real” Obon involved a dance, if you wanted to do it the right way.


  “Fuck that,” I whispered just as I figured the rite was wrapping up.


  I was on my feet again, the whole thing only lasting maybe five minutes. I had time probably for one more, number sixty-one, if I rushed up the stairs and printed another rice bowl. Why not carry two at a time and save time? Again, this was something I’d long ago asked myself, but I had felt that industrializing a tradition like the Obon was the same as diluting its meaning. Somehow, I thought the dead would appreciate quality over quantity.


  Before heading down the path back to the grand staircase, the thought made me turn about to face the sea, to look down on all those tiers—more than a hundred still—and all those haka I’d yet to purify. I remembered making a silent promise to all of them that I would visit each one, even if their families had forgotten.


  “Just give me a little time.” The sound of it brought a smirk to my face. Then, I lowered my head, shaking it, realizing there was never anyone else around to make me laugh, so I made myself laugh as much as possible. “Who the fuck am I talking to?”


  I heard a soft breath on the wind. It formed a long, drawn-out shussshhh that drifted past me. At first, I thought maybe it was the sound of my heel pivoting on the gravel, but then I realized I hadn’t made a move.


  On the tier just below me, a lone figure stood before one of the gravestones. Had he been there when I first got here? Or had he come later? Did I fall asleep when praying? How did I not hear him on the path?


  No one comes here. No one but me.


  No one.


  Looking down at him, I couldn’t see his face beyond the brim of his black hat. Only the chin, clean-shaven, but pock-marked and wrinkled with age. He wore a black three-piece suit, a black tie, a white shirt, and all of it covered by an overcoat, all of it rumpled, and the hems in tatters. The poor material was one concern, the style another, as the shoulders of the thing were cut too wide, telling me it was probably twenty years beyond its heyday on the rack. Same with the collars around his neck, and the girth of the knot of his tie that cinched them together.


  I tend to notice these things first, being that I rather enjoyed keeping with the style. (My fingers involuntarily felt at the bullet holes in my best suit, and I grimaced.) Usually, that’s all I notice since I avoid eye contact like everyone should. But next, I saw that this man had only one hand emerging from the sleeves of his overcoat. He was missing an arm. 


  “Hey,” I said, not sure what else to do, not sure if the tone was a friendly greeting or an attempt to stop the old-timer from bolting.


  Who the fu—


  How did you find this place?


  What are you doing here?


  So many questions. I felt a little violated. No, I felt like this place had been violated. Never mind that it was apparently a “public” space—this graveyard was mine.


  Speaking of violations, I realized I should’ve run back to the central staircase and around the ring of the old man’s tier, but I had already taken my first step onto the slab of the haka just below my number sixty. I hopped down onto the unswept path, five meters away from the uninvited old bastard.


  “Hey,” I said again, this time fully aware I was bending the sound of it into an accusation of sorts. “You can’t be here.”


  The old man remained still for several breaths, offering no reply but silence, so I added, “Did you just shush me?” 


  That got me a response. Sort of. The old man twisted at the waist ever so slightly, swinging his handless sleeve around his back, which he caught with the hand he still had. The whole thing seemed kind of ridiculous to me, watching him pretend to clasp his hands behind his back, but I didn’t laugh. Instead, I was frozen still by the stern profile his features cut into my reality. My own face stared back at me from the mirrored shades that he wore, then he turned silently back to what he’d been examining before my interruption. That profile, that gesture, that frown, somehow it all spoke for him, saying that this was someone you do not fuck with. Perhaps a Yakuza boss, long-dead like all the rest of them.


  I followed the line of his mirrored gaze to the haka before him. The family name had been gouged out, as though a shotgun blast had torn it out ages ago. Some of the haka in this place—though very rare—were often adorned by statues, carvings, or symbols that must have meant something to the family. I once found a stone book and guessed that family must have been writers. I even found a haka with a stone stethoscope a few months ago.


  The old man focused on the statue of a sword—a carved stone katana placed in a carved stone stand—of this particular haka.


  “Do you believe,” the old man said in flawless, native-born Japanese, his weary voice faded to a sound just barely above a whisper, “that the dead are content to be dead?”


  Of course, the questions never stopped cropping up in my mind, but I pushed them all aside. This guy was getting right to my area of expertise, after all, and I was fascinated by this visit. An older-generation Japanese native was a rarity. “I know they’re not,” I said, slipping also into Japanese.


  He sighed, though I never saw his body move with the release. Had I not seen his lips part, his voice might very well have been the wind. “How, then, can the dead be content?”


  Okay… This is getting off the rails.


  He’s a ghost. He’s lost, like all the rest. Nothing new. Nothing special. Old man wants what they all want.


  But then…


  I didn’t feel the chill. I was standing five meters away from him and I felt nothing like what I felt from Mr. Briefcase, or from all the other wandering ghosts that had invaded my personal space over the years. I almost said, You’re real, aren’t you? You’re alive. Only the last-minute realization at the stupidity saved me. Instead, I focused on actually considering his question.


  “Home,” I said after a rather long silence. “To find peace. They have to go home.”


  The old man lifted his chin even as the side of his mouth deepened into its frown. When he turned toward me again, he did so a little clumsily, almost staggering, as if he was unsure if I’d moved away or where I’d gone, his head sideways, his ears searching for a trace sound of me. That’s when I knew the eyes behind his mirror shades were blind.


  “What is home?” Gone from that airy voice were the philosophical, the metaphysical, the existential tones. All that was left was an ardent plea. This old man was pleading with me, as though my answer would be a gift, a key that would set him free.


  What is home?


  I have no fucking idea.


  “Sir, would you like some nihon-cha? Green tea?” I hoped to change the subject. “Domo,” I said, please, stepping aside the debris-strewn path and gesturing toward the central staircase.


  Why am I asking him this? Asking him TO TEA?!


  I choked a bit on the answer, disgusted by the truth of it.


  Because I’m lonely.


  The old man’s wandering gaze lowered, as if he was scanning me from top to bottom, measuring me, then it swept back over the nameless gravestone with the sword.


  No doubt the sight of this girl-in-guys’-clothing appalls his old-time sensibilities.


  He’s gotta be thinking, what ARE the kids into these days?!


  No… something didn’t seem right with thinking this particular line of shit just then. This wasn’t the time for my personal brand of dumbassed jokes. My throat seized up again, and I tried to swallow the rising anxiety. This was my elder. I needed to show respect. Part of me felt like crying.


  I bowed lower than I’d probably ever bowed before and held my place there for two, three, four seconds. I closed my eyes. Opened them. I raised myself and tried again.


  “Sir,” I said, to no one.


  The old man was gone.


  I should’ve been a little relieved. I should’ve thought, Ahh—soo-desu ne?—a spirit after all. I should’ve tried to latch onto that weird sense of satisfaction I felt. I offered the man some tea, some kindness, and my words—steady, even, polite—and the recognition brought his spirit peace. He was a ghost, after all.


  But I knew it was all bullshit. I should’ve tried to latch onto the bullshit, because what I felt instead was a growing sense of dread.


  How did he know? The question… How did he know the question that I’d been asking myself my whole life?


  What is home?


  Where is my home?


  For a few moments more, I listened to the gentle wind stirring the leaves strewn along the path of this untended tier. I looked up at the missing chunk of the haka stone the old man had been staring at, the emptiness where the family name had been blown apart, then at the sword statue, then out over the vastness of the graveyard. I wondered if maybe my parents’ bones were here, in this graveyard, or another. Somewhere. Anywhere.


  Or nowhere at all.


  I breathed deliberately. Breathing was better than crying. I swept the lock of hair out of the front of my face, and I felt the smirk return. “Fuck it,” I said.


  I even hopped back onto the stone slab and up to the tier and good ol’ number sixty where I’d left off. Tomorrow, maybe even tonight, I’d come back here and polish off sixty-one. For that, I’d need more rice, more incense, more hashi. I’d do that, and I’d forget the old man—just another spirit after all—and in time, I’d get to his own unnamed gravestone, wherever it was, just like I’d promised all the others.


  




  Four


  I would do all that shit, in time.


  But first, I needed to make sure Ben Roy Doon wasn’t snooping through all the corners of my place and finding all the shit that was never meant for him or anyone. And to do that, I needed to pass through the graveyard’s splintering torii gate and cross the street.


  The derelict apartment block there, which now served as little more than a load-bearing structure for the upper city, was “home.” Like I said before, this southern part of NeOsaka was kind of a no-man’s-land. It had its own special brand of squalor that the everyday classes of resident alien Japanese wouldn’t even deem worthy of habitation, no matter how desperate they might be. There was no heat, no gas, no electricity. The liters of sludge that bubbled up out of the pipes were a kind of science experiment that may yield a few drops of clean water if you could somehow boil away the grime. Even the squatters and scavengers who made it out to the city’s fringe down here soon realized the place had been picked clean for kilometers all around. Perhaps the one silver lining in the cloud of shit that was my curse was the fact I didn’t have to eat or drink to sustain my life. Don’t get me wrong, I get hungry like any other living creature, but I’d found at the tender age of nine (I think) as a Tenjin-Corp-sponsored orphan just how long I could go without a meal. The conclusion I’d drawn was: indefinitely. Also, I’d been able to strike “starvation” from the list of attempted suicide methods. So, all-around, a win-win for Shin, huh?


  But what do you do to stay clean, Shin?


  Right. Well… I kinda don’t. Like I said, this dilapidated, sagging edifice of old Osaka was “home.” Whenever I got the call to rejoin my SynCell for a job (I’d of course taken measures to ensure the call’s untraceability, by the way), I’d head into the city for “work,” which included extended stays at various coffin or pillbox hotels and meetups in VR bars, simulated pleasure cafes, porno-dens, strip-clubs, cyber-clinics, back alleys, high-rise restaurants, automated transport cars, and a multitude of other really clandestine spots. The life of a Syndicate cowgirl meant you never stayed grounded for long, never stopped moving, lest you get picked up by corporate security matrices weaved into the New Osaka Communications Grids, or just “the grid” for short. So, yes, on such occasions I’d be sure to get all gussied up, which included a shower. Aside from the cordite-singed holes in my suit and the dried-up purple amniotic-ectoplasmic goop on my skin after my most recent trip through the underworld, my body was as clean as a spring rain. A caustic spring rain, maybe, but a spring rain nonetheless.


  I had no clue where Ben and I would go to escape the mega-corps, the Syndicate, but wherever it was, my priority was a shower and a new suit.


  Lucky for Ben Roy, I’d picked an apartment on the ground floor. I would have preferred to squat in one of the units higher up, but most of the floors had sagged through into ruin. Ben’s upward mobility in life was severely limited by the lack of serviceable elevators. And serviceable legs.


  I could see that he’d already let himself in and made himself at home. The front door was open a crack, a centimeter-wide line of glowing candlelight along its side. Maybe if I hadn’t chosen to fixate on the memory of the old man in the overcoat at that moment—maybe if I hadn’t been worrying over all the non-options I could pick from in my new post-SynCell future—I might have been able to tell something was wrong before it was too late, before I opened the door wider and stepped through, before the steel-knuckled fist collided with my jaw and its meaty counterpart was gripping my shirt front and pulling me through the doorway and throwing me more than five meters through the air, sending me crashing and flopping across the floor.


  I thought maybe I’d bit down on some hard candy, the kind with the gooey, blood-red, salt-and-copper center. But I realized it was only the top and bottom molars on the left side of my face. I spat the teeth fragments out on the pre-fab resin floor as I struggled to push myself up. A steel-toed kick to my side sent me the rest of the way to the far wall of the apartment, another five meters. I heard the servos in the steel cyber-hand whir open, then the tinny whine and pop of the volts maxing out at its fingertips.


  “Stay down.” A gruff Russian accent I recognized.


  Boltcutter.


  Feikes’s bodyguard. Former wrestler and bare-knuckle pit-fighter, part-time Syndicate raider, and full-time asshole. Also, Vas’s cousin. Or uncle. Or something.


  I could feel the side of my face already beginning to swell. I looked up at the massive, broad-shouldered mountain, his metal hand spread apart, tiny blue arcs of lightning dancing between his fingertips. He was ready to taze me if I didn’t comply.


  “Okay,” I think I said, but it came out as an anguished wheeze. Boltcutter at least let me roll over and spit out more shards of my teeth.


  “Kid…” Another voice I knew. Knew even better than the first. The sound of decades of chain-smoking and corrective cancer-searing laser surgery, and the sound of disappointment. “Shin,” Feikes said, emerging from the side hallway off the main room, lighting a cigarette that was screwed into an old-fashioned whalebone holder. It must’ve been hell for him to belay his addiction while he waited in ambush here, lest the stench of tobacco give him away. He blew out a satisfied, smug cloud in my direction. “We’ve got a problem?”


  I always hated how he turned statements into questions like that. Such a cheap trick to get you talking first. You fucking well know we got a problem! Again, only another agonizing wheeze was all I could manage. I was pretty sure Boltcutter’s boot had broken at least two of my ribs.


  “Aw shit,” Feikes said, backhanding the bigger man’s shoulder playfully (having to reach up quite a ways to do it). “You broke the kid? My favorite, favorite kid.” Feikes was lowering himself down to the floor, hooking his hands under my arms, setting my back up against the wall, and handing me his handkerchief. “There, there, kid. I’m sorry he hurt you. I told him not to. I really did. But he wouldn’t listen.”


  “Where’s Vasili?” Boltcutter broke in.


  Only I saw Feikes’s old blue eyes roll, but he didn’t flinch at the sound of the bellowing mountain behind him. “See?” was all he said to me.


  “I blew his fucking brains out,” I said. I did my best to stifle the smile spreading painfully on my swelling cheeks, but the pain felt good. I watched Boltcutter’s reaction. That hurt, I realized. The only thing I can do to hurt him. Just had to deliver the truth.


  Feikes was up on his feet, spinning, holding back the big man. Where Boltcutter was big and tall, Feikes was a slim, straight-leg, stick of a man. The spikes of his black and white punk-rock mohawk still weren’t enough to surpass the bigger man’s height. But Boltcutter’s chest came forward only so far as Feikes’s gentle hand would allow. The guard dog wouldn’t oppose its master’s wishes. 


  My smile widened.


  “Now why’d you go and do a thing like that?” Feikes asked me over his shoulder.


  “Vas asked me to.”


  “He asked you to? To put a bullet through his skull? And why’d he ask you to do that? Shin, what happened?”


  After we’d all gotten our hellos out of the way, we’d come up pretty quick to the question on everyone’s mind. It was the first thing I asked myself, the first thing Ben asked me. The first thing the Syndicate’s top daimyo probably asked Feikes. The first real thing Feikes was asking now. What happened? 


  I had no idea. You might’ve expected me to say I wanted to know as much as anyone! But that wasn’t true. The truth was, I didn’t want to give a shit.


  Still, my mind reeled with potential answers; not all of them lies, maybe.


  Someone tipped us off.


  InariCorp knew we were coming.


  A second SynCell beat us to the haul.


  “Fuck…” I finally said, just to fill the stretching silence. “What d’you want me to say? You already know.” It was a ploy to see if he’d help me find
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