
        
            
                
            
        


 













THE SEATTLE GAMBIT




By Olivier Gagnon




Yuri sniffed forcibly as he tried to keep his nose from running, exhaling the breath through his mouth. The sharp, cold air bit at his cheeks and numbed his face. The walk to the small Chinese grocery—one of the few places he could get food from that wasn’t fussy about valid SINs—had been a long one. His face was numb with cold, but inside his coat he was sweating from the exertion. The plastic bags were digging into his hands, heavy with cans and bulk containers of tofu and noodles. He turned into the alley that led to the apartment he shared with his girlfriend. The brick walls—what was visible of them under all the graffiti and generations-old posters—were slick with humidity, and the ground was a maze of puddles that Yuri did not bother to navigate, slogging right through them with his combat boots.

He looked up to see the familiar trio of Halloweener gangers sitting around on their cinder blocks. They hadn’t been there when Yuri left. In about an hour, when the light would start to fade, they’d light a fire in the nearby rusty barrel and hang around, dealing BTLs to the junkies that would show up like moths to the fire. Yuri had heard the Halloweeners were especially psychotic, so he had been wary when he saw this trio turn up and start dealing in the back courtyard space of where he lived. However, to his surprise, these three had mostly kept to themselves and not bothered anyone. Yuri threw them another wary glance as he prepared to climb up the skeletal wrought-iron staircase up to his battered doss.

“Hey, what you got in there, old man?” came a voice.

Yuri groan inwardly, casting a sideways glance at the gangers. One of the Halloweeners, face lifted into the air toward him, was waiting for an answer. The other two were looking at him too, but without great interest. Their faces were all painted to resemble skulls, just like all Halloweeners. These three favored similar sinister black-and-white paintings that hollowed the cheeks and sunk their eyes into dark pools.

Yuri looked back at the stairs. He weighed the moment, trying to judge if the ganger would let him go or make this a thing.

“Hey, I asked you a question,” the ganger insisted.

Yuri grated his teeth. The last thing he needed were volatile psychos in his face. He didn’t carry a gun on these outings, and in any case, trouble right next to where he was sleeping was not good. He turned to the ganger: “Nothing, just … groceries,” He averted his eyes when speaking and made a weak smile.

“Yeah? You live here, huh? I see you coming in an out sometimes. You got an old lady in there, right?”

Yuri tried to detect the confrontational, the intimidating, belittling tone he expected to hear in such a thug’s voice, but didn’t find any. He didn’t get it. It was as if the Halloweener was being friendly. Conversational, at least. Yuri looked up at the stairs to his place and back to the gangers. He shrugged, the heavy bags in his hands lifting slightly and rustling along. “Yes, yes, I guess. I do. But no old lady, no mother with me.”

The painted skull face laughed. “Nah, man, not old lady; like … your lady, man. Your Gillette, your mop, your Molly, man.”

All the Halloweeners laughed at his blank expression. “He means your girlfriend, Jack,” clarified one of the other gangers, with a deep and gargling voice.

Yuri’s mind pictured Soren. He did not like these thugs making reference to her. He did not want them thinking about her at all. “Yes, like you say. With my girlfriend.”

“Hey man, start that fire,” the deep gurgly voice said to his companion.

Yuri expected this to be the end of this and made to leave.

“Yo, come on, man, come over. Don’t be a stranger. We like neighbors. Come talk, man, we’re about to make a fire.”

Yuri breathed. He looked at the trio of gangers. He wanted to get his grocery supplies back upstairs. Offending these punks was a bad idea. They hung out there constantly. Avoiding them would not be possible in the future. His options were to ignore them and leave, and then he and Soren would need to find a new place to move as early as tomorrow, or to kill the three gangers right now, or to humor them and join in. He explored the idea of killing them. It could be done. He had bottles in his bags. His mind played out the scene, his advance, ripping out the first throat, dodging counter-attacks, finishing the job. He opened his jaw angularly to make it pop and sighed. He trod over to where the trio stood.

“Hey, good man, good. I’m Click. That there is Gaslight, and that’s Spec.”

Much closer to them now, Yuri gave them a good up and down. All three were dressed similarly, in black leather pants and jackets with orange ribbons tied at the elbow joints. Their outfit had a molten quality to it; the synthetic leather had been exposed to heat and showed patches and hard creases, bunching up at places. Click was the thinnest of the bunch, visibly a nervous mess of energy, at least one of his limbs always moving. Gaslight was a big ork, his skin the color of roasted coffee beans, though his face was painted in a skull, like all the others. Spec was the tallest of the three, hunched over, with a heavy jaw that would hurt to punch. Spec was pouring lighter fluid or something like it into the barrel, while Gaslight threw in some wood from a pile. It looked like the wood mostly came from the bottom of shipping pallets. It was treated wood, inappropriate for burning and would release toxic vapors, but he doubted the gangers cared.

Yuri grunted in acknowledgement. “Yuri.” He simply stated, nodding slightly.

“Yuri, uh? Russian, right? Spetsnaz motherfucker,” laughed Click. Yuri said nothing, not desiring to go over how close to the mark that was.

“Well, Yuri the Ruskie, you in luck man, look what I got for you—ta-da!” Click’s skull face distorted in a demented grin as he produced a bottle of Seagram Vodka. It was cheap American crap made from soy, but it was better than moonshine.

“Hey, why you sharing that shit, man?” protested Spec. He had a clear, cold voice that enunciated every word, like a pastor reading last rites.

“Relax, Spec, plenty to go around. And I’m being neighborly. Yuri’s our neighbor here, man. I’m building goodwill, see? Yuri’s gonna drink with us and be our buddy.” Click’s hand fell on Yuri’s shoulder. Gaslight threw Yuri a sideways glance and grunted a scoffing sound, just as Spec threw a match in the barrel. It went up with a whoosh, projecting a wave of heat that hit Yuri. It seemed the other two weren’t too sure of what Click was playing at either, as everything in his tone indicated genuineness—not something one expected from sprawl gangers.

Click opened the bottle and gave it to Yuri with a wide skeletal smile and a nod. Yuri nodded back slightly and took a swig. He paused for a moment, bottle in hand as he felt the cold air enter his mouth and enflame the burning in his throat from the liquor.

He passed the bottle to Spec, who took a hit before passing it along. The three Halloweeners all coughed and grimaced at the liquor as Yuri watched them impassively, waiting politely for everyone to have a turn.

The gangers all tried to stifle their coughing as much as possible, trying to act tough. After a while as silence began to fell, Gaslight moaned a sheepish, “Ah man …”. They all began chuckling before breaking out into full laughter. Yuri cracked a smile and then joined in the infectious laughter, too.

“Yuri?” came a small voice behind them. Yuri turned to see Soren standing a few paces away. The Halloweeners all eyed her up and down, shifting. One of them made the slightest sound of appraisal.

“Is everything okay?” she continued.

Yuri squinted and nodded. “Yes, yes. These are … my friends. Click, Spec, and Gaslight, hmm?” he said, nodding to the three. “This is Soren,” he said to the three Halloweeners. “My … ‘Molly.’ My lady friend.”

Soren was holding herself very straight, hands in the front pockets of her parka, her red hair tucked into the fur-lined cowl of her coat. Aside from her green eyes that glimmered in the moist air, she looked very enclosed, very unimpressive. Yuri knew she was acting consciously. Her posture and look were designed to attract the least amount of attention possible from the gangers. Inside her pockets, he also knew she’d be holding a gun, and at one sign from Yuri she would start blasting without hesitation. Affection for her tugged at him at that moment, and a smile turned the corner of his lips. He didn’t think her cautiousness would be needed. The Halloweeners had turned out to be pretty okay guys. Still, most of his past life had been spent amongst warriors and thugs of one kind or another, reserves of unrepentant masculinity and machismo, and he knew that a single female could turn the careful social balance of these groups, turning men into beasts. Best not to tempt fate.

“I am coming up,” he told Soren. He turned to the Halloweeners. He took a breath instead of saying anything, nodding.

Gaslight said, “Yeah, man,” lightly. To Yuri’s surprise, Spec extended his hand, but Yuri wasn’t so surprised that he didn’t take it and give it a firm shake. It was a bit of an unexpected social graciousness from a ganger, but once the idea was out there, the other two also decided to shake his hand as well.

“Thanks for the drink,” he told Click.

“Don’t mention it, neighbor,” the ganger replied. “And look at that, our first customer is in, anyway. Send him in would ya, Yuri?”

A single man, standing thin in a bland, faded green, oversized sweater and grey jeans that had seen better days a decade ago, stood by the mouth of the alley, looking nervously in their direction and then back out into the wider street. He ran his fingers through his greasy hair over and over, rocking on his heels. He looked like a child molester. Yuri made a conscious decision to stop paying attention to him. Whatever he was, whatever he got out of the gory simsense recordings the Halloweeners were infamous for peddling, it wasn’t Yuri’s problem. The world was filled with evil and with weak people with problems. It’s not something you could fight. It’s not something you could change. All you could do was push your own boulder, until you couldn’t anymore.

He walked back towards Soren. She didn’t say anything, but searched his eyes to determine if everything was fine. He locked into her green eyes, thinking of endless grassy plains, and held her gaze. The minute subtlety of the look told them each everything they needed to know. She knew it was all right. He knew she knew it was all right. She fell in step next to him, and they climbed the rusty hunk of metal they called stairs up to their hole-in-the-wall apartment.

Soren ducked into the window they used as a door. The landlord of the apartment building had decided to double his income by splitting each apartment into two, in the most illegal and counter-code way possible. Yuri and Soren were renting what used to be a bedroom and a bathroom. The wall between the bedroom and the bathroom had been grotesquely opened up via a couple hits of a sledgehammer and maybe some axe work, with no effort invested at all to make a proper wall and door. The bedroom’s original door, as well as the bathroom’s, led into the rest of the apartment, but these had been boarded up, on both sides, with wooden planks and nails. Somebody else lived in the other section of the apartment, but Yuri had no idea who that person was. He often wondered what they did about the fact the apartment’s sole bathroom had been given to his half of the division. Then again, judging from the smell that always wafted in from under the boarded doors, he preferred not to know.

The main door to their apartment was thus the bathroom’s window, which landed them into the cracked, pastel blue mosaic tiles of the bathroom. Yuri ducked in after Soren, who kind of shrugged her red parka off and slinked into the bedroom section. Yuri took off his coat and pushed the grocery bags into the room, where they had a mini-fridge and some boxes, in which they stored their dry goods and cans. He eyed Soren. Something told him she was acting odd.

“I got some of those Chinese noodles you like. Udon, right? And some broth to go with it. Rest is mostly cans,” he said, testing the waters with the casual logistical banter of communal life. She didn’t say anything. She was sitting on the mattress they used as a bed, playing with her nails distractedly by a trio of candles that provided a soft glow.

He finished packing away the few items he’d gotten and crawled on his knees onto the mattress next to her. “What’s the matter?”

“I missed you. You were gone a long time,” she said, looking at him.

Yuri knew this meant something else. It was an admission of guilt. He looked around and saw the spent CalHot cartridge and the leftover signs of a deepweed blunt. He shook his head, slightly amazed at her performance downstairs with the Halloweeners. But then again, he’d found she had the ability to be remarkably functional while high as a kite.

“I missed you,” she repeated softly, imploringly, a little. “I have to stay high so I don’t go out of my mind sometimes,” she breathed.

Yuri made a simple toneless “Mmm” throaty sound, keeping his eyes down at the cartridge he’d picked up and was rolling around his finger. This was a complicated subject and Yuri had mixed feelings about it. He didn’t really like her getting high, but he didn’t want to tell her how to live her life. He also felt largely responsible for their current downturn. If he wanted her to stop getting high, he needed to provide her with something else to do.

She turned his head towards him, smoothly moving her hands from a single extended finger under his chin to both soft hands around his face, holding his head to hers. “I missed you,” she repeated with a breath. Clasped in her hands, his entire vision was her, all his senses were her. Her eyes were half his vision, the rest curling strands of rust-colored hair around them. Her breath exhaled before she locked lips with him, a slow, long kiss. Their clothes were off without him remembering removing them , and they made love on the synth-fur covering their mattress. She was incoherent in her pleasure, her senses overloaded by her high. She brought Yuri, for a moment at least, into her world, a world that began and ended in her eyes, on her skin, in her wetness. He came; she never stopped. They both fell asleep, woke up, made love again, more deliberate but as exalting, started falling into oblivion. She said something, a question maybe. He replied—an answer maybe, an explanation perhaps. He fell into darkness once more.










Yuri opened his eyes. The sky was grey from the moment before the sun’s rays tried to emerge over the horizon. It was cold. His arm, outside the fur blanket, was clammy. He fought distorted flashes of some lingering nightmare, the details already sliding out of his mind like a cold skeletal hand receding into a grave. Her spot was empty. He got up, his priority equally divided between putting clothes on to protect from the frigid air and making it to the bathroom to relieve his bladder.

He finished dressing, put on his coat, slid out of the window-door, and started walking, out of the back alley and into the main street. At this hour, he was up before much of the city. Only the lowest rungs of wageslaves, those with the longest commute or the most desperate to win the race to the office before their rival colleagues arrived, were already on the road. Lights in buildings hinted at working parents getting the kids ready, washing, grooming, dressing, and already checking emails before packing off to commute to work, the lack of breakfast a long accepted casualty.

Yuri slid around the cinder blocks and found her at her usual spot. Bright cherry-lipstick red in her parka, hair a tussled curly mess of darker rusty red flowing in the cold breeze. She stood with her hands tucked away in her coat, staring out over the Puget Sound.

Yuri walked up next to her. They both stared out across the water in silence for a time. “I’m working on something,” she said, her voice raw from the morning’s disuse and last night’s abuse. Yuri grimaced a little and gave her a sideways glance.

“Soren,” he started.

“It’s okay, Yuri. I’m not saying we don’t do it your way. I love you,” she said, turning to look at him. “But I need to do something. I know I can pull it off. And it’s just something to get us through for a while.” Her eyes flickered up and down at him, reading him, as she closed her mouth against the coldness in the air. He said nothing, so she settled back into staring out over the water.

He felt his heart quicken and the metallic drop of adrenaline in his stomach. He fought to internalize and rationalize it. This was the continuation from last night and, truth be told, much longer than that. They had left Vladivostok. He’d left an old life behind, nothing but bad memories and broken thoughts. She was already a traveler, and Seattle was just one more new place. This was a new start for both of them and promised a fresh new life, but neither of them were in the system and weren’t exactly here legally.

Yuri felt that it was the man’s job to provide. He’d done so before, when he was married. He’d also failed at that. That failure defined his life. For a long time, he realized, he’d avoided the question altogether. He was nobody and did nothing. He couldn’t fail again because he wasn’t trying. He himself get by eking out nothing above survival. All that until he’d met Soren. She gave him purpose again, and he’d jumped back into the game. He hadn’t really given a thought to what exactly he’d do once they’d both gotten here. He hadn’t done much of anything. A couple of back-breaking manual labor shifts, for next to nothing. Everything he could do, drones could do better. Everything except for taking up a gun.

Yuri came from a world where the only rule that mattered was what you could get away with. Nothing more, nothing less. Soren actually took pleasure in the challenge of thievery. Between the two of them, the obvious thought was that they could make a go as raiders. Bandits, thieves … shadowrunners, even. But Yuri, for unspoken reasons, had refrained from going down that path.

The truth is that he’d been around long enough to be used every which way. If you had a gun in your hand, you were forcibly someone’s pawn, and in the end, there was no freedom there. Yuri knew that very well. He simply had no intention of ever being someone’s man again, and he wanted to protect Soren from that inevitable end as well. She was young, she could easily get drunk on getting rich fast. But Yuri knew better. So, he refrained from making overtures to the local power brokers to get work that way, and he’d insisted Soren stay her hand as well.

But what had that gotten them? They were down to their last few nuyen. Soren was bored out of her mind. Not the impatient kind of boredom—the kind of emptiness, the kind of lack of existential fulfillment a person without purpose felt. They were tumbling and falling. In the very center of his chest, Yuri felt an ever-growing constriction. It was the thought that he was failing and that Soren would leave him for something younger, fresher, and more dynamic.

“Okay,” he finally said, not breaking his gaze over the water. He tried for it not to be an admission of failure. But he couldn’t lose her, and he would if they kept going like this. He wondered if she thought of Denmark when she stared out into the water.

“Do you ever think about Denmark? France?” he asked. In the silence before she answered, he wondered internally at himself, at this uncharacteristic probing. It wasn’t like him. What he didn’t ask, though, is if she regretted it all.

She blinked a few times. “No,” she said. She looked at him again, a strand of hair whipping into her mouth. She brushed it away. “There’s nothing for me there. My parents gave up on me a while ago. They still love me, but …” She paused, shrugged, and then shook her head. “I have you. That’s enough for me. And I have myself, and my way through the world. I make my own way.”

Yuri cocked an eyebrow, a slight smile curving his lip. She saw it and smiled. “What?” she demanded.

“At least we don’t have werewolves chasing us anymore,” he said, playfully smiling.

She scoffed lightly and smiled at him. “Ass,” she said, giving him a push. They both laughed.

“All right, you want to show me what you are casing out then?” he offered.

She was delighted at the olive branch. “Yeah? Yeah, I’d love to. You’ll see when you see it, it’s a great score.” She took him by the arm and brought him away from the shore, talking excitedly all the way.










Yuri rolled a non-committal grunt in his throat after a long moment of silence once Soren had finished laying out her plan. He lowered the binoculars he had been using to spy on the warehouse and rolled his tongue in his mouth. She crossed her arms and turned to him, cocking her eyebrow. She waited. Yuri carefully thought about his next words.

“It just seems … complicated. A lot can go wrong,” he said, chancing a glance at her.

“Of course it’s complicated. They have a little thing called ‘security’ to handle simple plans. We need a complicated plan to get around it,” she said, in a tone an exasperated parent would use with their child.

“Yes, well, I understand that. Look, if you think this will work, it’s up to you. You know this better than I do.”

Soren raised her chin ever so slightly. “Well, then. It’s settled.”

“But we will need a lot of equipment to carry this through. We need contacts in this city. We need a fixer to get the gear.”

Soren didn’t move at that. She was silent for a minute. Yuri didn’t press the obvious second part of that thought. He knew she knew. This plan of hers was a little fanciful, but Soren was extremely intelligent. He realized this job had a certain wishful-thinking, keeping-busy aspect to it, but he trusted Soren would never do anything stupid or half-assed. By presenting him this plan, she was moving it out of the fantasy stage and into business. And now it was time to look at the missing details.

“And we don’t know anyone here. I know,” she said, looking down.

Yuri took a pause from that train of thought and returned the binoculars to his eyes.

The Wuxing warehouse was large, almost fully automated, modern, and very secure. This was a prime storage space. Everything in there was valuable. Soren had managed to obtain a picking ticket from the facility. The document was what the automated picker drones used to pack up goods from the warehouse for shipment out to the end customer. It was a tenuous document, since it listed things that used to be in the warehouse. However, what a couple of enterprising thieves down on their luck could ascertain from the list was that everything in there was valuable. Part of being a good thief was being able to assess the value of anything and everything. Dumb thieves tried to steal jewelry, art, cash forms—obvious shit. Every two-bit thug thought of those things. Successful thieves stole industrial merchandise. Metals, chemicals, tools, pharmaceuticals, that sort of stuff. This stuff was worth a fortune in the long run, generally not as protected and, perhaps most importantly of all, didn’t piss people off as much if it went missing. Corporations accepted losses as part of doing business. After her experience in Vladivostok, Soren had at least been willing to listen to Yuri on this subject. Yuri had witnessed his Vory bosses get rich stealing this stuff, and he had learned the lesson that way. The admitted difficulty of stealing it was transporting it, as it tended to be pretty bulky, and then liquidating it. You needed contacts.

The Wuxing manifest indicated various components which Yuri and Soren had researched online. Everything in there was worth thousands of UCAS dollars. The warehouse easily contained, in total, several million nuyen in goods. They only needed a fraction of that to make out ahead. Yuri looked at the trucks in the loading docks. Most were generic logistics carriers, which told nothing of their contents, but Yuri saw the familiar cross and helix logo of a DocWagon supply truck, along with some Aztechnology ones, and a Novatech one. All good signs.

The large lot was full of drones, though heavily armed Knight Errant private security contractors also patrolled the perimeter. It looked like most of the security was outside. It was a sort of Zero Zone concept: security focused on forming an outer shell surrounding a no-man’s land perimeter consisting of the large parking lot. Once inside, there wouldn’t really be any security beyond the basics. So the trick was bypassing that shell. No easy feat.

“Alright, well, let’s begin, then. We have a lot of research to do. You work on pulling the technical data. I’ll focus on getting us contacts,” Yuri said slowly, part of his attention maintained on surveying the warehouse. When he didn’t hear the acknowledgement he was expecting from Soren, he frowned and turned to look at her. Her eyes were wet and she was looking at him with a large smile.

“Thank you,” she said in a breaking voice. Yuri softened and they hugged. He held her tight in his arms. At least he knew why he was doing this.










It was dark by the time Yuri and Soren turned the corner into the back alley that led to their hole. The barrel fire was going and the three Halloweeners were there—Gaslight, Spec, and Click. Gaslight was in the middle of telling some sort of story, gesticulating loudly. They were all laughing hysterically. Yuri looked at Soren. She shrugged one shoulder. Yuri answered with his own shrug of confirmation and walked over to the three guys.

“Gents,” he called out in greeting.

“Heeey, Yuri!” greeted Click.

Soren walked into the fire light and gave them a smile and a mouthed “Hello.”

“Oh, hello,” replied Spec, the other two also making sounds and nodding.

“Fine lady you got yourself, Yuri,” gargled Gaslight. Just then, Yuri observed in the orange fire light that Gaslight’s throat was patchy and shiny, the recognizable scars of deep-tissue burns. That explained his unsettling voice.

“Thanks,” Yuri and Soren responded together. They exchanged looks.

“Heh,” breathed out Click. The tone of his voice made Yuri appraise him urgently. It was the tone of voice of a predator that had just found a weakness to exploit. But Click was just smiling. Yuri wondered if he was being overly worried.

“How’s business been?” asked Soren, just to make conversation.

“All right, all right. Sold a couple. You want some?” asked Spec, eyeing Soren. Yuri felt a knot form in his gut and his ears getting hot. He swallowed and shifted his feet. Did they know she liked chips? He looked over at Soren. Looking up at the tall ganger, she held Spec’s smile for a second before answering simply, “You don’t have what I want.”

Click and Gaslight sounded a grave “ooooh” under their breath, but they were smiling. Spec raised his eyebrows and swept his look at the other males. “Damn, alright, alright. You let me know whenever you ready to find out what I really got, girl. You just let me know.”

It was as much in good fun as it could be. Everyone knew it was just banter, but on the streets, a challenge—any challenge—was always at least a little serious.

Yuri chuckled. The other guys finished laughing. Prompted by Soren’s unbroken will, Click started telling a story about a time this kid they knew beat up five older kids because they had insulted him. The guys started trading various underdog stories, of someone or other they knew that had not backed down. Throughout, as the few customers came and went, one of the guys would say “Wait a minute,” step out to the junkie, sell him a chip, and come back.

Eventually, as the night dragged on, Click said “But, remember Slash ’n’ Burn? Now there was a real badass.” The other two both kind of looked down and nodded silently. Apparently, this was not a story that needed telling, only remembering.

When it was apparent nobody was going to elaborate, Yuri began “What about this Slash …” but was interrupted by Spec suddenly yelling out “Hey! Get out of here, kid!”

Yuri was confused until he turned around. Some sort of street urchin had crept toward their fire and was more-or-less spying on them. He wasn’t really trying to hide, just standing there, staring wide-eyed like children do, like a deer caught in headlights.

“I said beat it!” yelled Spec, making a motion to run at him. The kid gasped and took off.

“Why did you do that?” Soren asked.

“This ain’t no place for kids,” Spec hissed back at her. “Besides, didn’t you see him? He was Native.”

Yuri flexed his eyebrows and looked at Soren. The oddly targeted piece of racism seemed inexplicable to Yuri. Maybe it made more sense to Soren. But she had a blank expression, her mouth open. She blinked at Yuri.

Click saw the exchange and explained in low voice, “We’re at war with the First Nations.” He looked up at Gaslight. “Can’t be too careful.” The big ork nodded sagely back at him.

The merriment was draining from the night. Yuri became aware how darkness had completely fallen. It was totally dark beyond the orange glow of the barrel fire, and very cold.

“Before we head off, I wanted to ask you guys something,” Yuri began.

“Oh?” replied Click. “What’s that?”

“Soren and I … we know how to take care of ourselves. Know what I mean? We know how to play the game. We’re working up an angle. But we need connections, supplies,” Yuri said, looking Click right in his human meat eyes, in those pools of darkness of the painted skull of his face.

“We need a fixer, a fence,” completed Soren.

Click nodded gravely. He looked more serious than Yuri had ever seen him so far. “Okay, okay,” he said while nodding. He traded looks first with Gaslight, then Spec. “Okay. Yeah. I think we can hook you up. We know people, yeah.”

“Good,” said Yuri.

Click inhaled to say something else when the sudden squeal of tires made them all look. A car, paint worn out to the gray metal underneath, but covered in graffiti, screeched to a sudden halt in front of the alley. Before the car had come to a complete stop, its doors opened. Men with wild thick hair and garish garments leapt out. Their faces were painted too, but very differently from the Halloweeners. Top half white, bottom half black. Another had a black forehead and a red stripe over his eyes. A third one had his face all bright red with two fat little black smudges like quotation marks under his eye. There were two more, faces much like the others. They were all feral and primal. They whooped, then raised submachine guns.

Yuri’s eyes widened and he jumped sideways at Soren, tackling her to the ground as loud extended cracks erupted and echoed in the back alley. Later, as he replayed the scene over and over in his mind, he would remember Gaslight and Spec, knees crouched, pulling guns out of their jackets. But it was the wrong reaction that day. Guns already out, no cover between them and the Halloweeners, the attackers couldn’t miss. The sickening whack of metal balls hitting meat. In the span of two seconds, Gaslight had sunk to his knees and was looking at his gore-covered hands in incomprehension, and Spec was face down on the ground. His head was right next to Yuri’s. His eyes were open and his mouth was moving ever so slightly as life drained from him, energy enough left to mouth ghost words. A glance up the alley opening showed the painted attackers were gauging the effectiveness of their salvo. Yuri knew they would come in to dead-check everyone in a second. His eyes returned to Spec and saw lifelessness in the man’s eyes. Yuri’s mouth curled and he drew his Ruger, which thankfully, he had been carrying today. He stayed prone and, unconsciously, used Spec’s body as he would a fallen tree trunk or a sandbag—as cover and as leverage for his gun arm. His smartlink, though an ancient model lacking many of the fancy new features, still worked for showing him a targeting reticule where he aimed. Braced, he popped out two quick, successive rounds. One of the dog soldiers bent over and dropped to the ground without a sound, while another took one in the bicep and spun, his knees sinking a little. Return fire from their automatics came back at him, but prone like he was and in the dark of the alley, it was a whole other ball game to try to hit him. He heard the bullets chipping against brick and pavement and the echoing dull boom of other bullets hitting the barrel that held the fire. Yuri had much better lighting conditions and a supported firing position. He popped out three more rounds at the painted-face braves, pretty certain he got another one, though it seemed like his vest took the brunt of it. He needed to reload, right at that point Soren filled the blank in with her own gunfire. She wasn’t a good shot, but she knew the principle of returning fire and laying down shots for suppressive effect.

If they’d been waiting for Yuri to reload before charging him, Soren’s surprise secondary fire blocked their move. Yuri quickly reloaded and aimed again. After only one more shot, which missed the face of one of the attackers by a centimeter, shattering the car window instead, their resolve broke and they blindly sprayed parting fire before hopping into the car, the wounded helped by the uninjured. They sped off instantly. Yuri held his fire, breathing heavily. Soren kept aiming at the alley for a little longer. The Russian turned and looked around. Spec was dead, that much was obvious. A delayed pang of shame for having used him as a sandbag hit him, but training just as quickly brushed that away. Gaslight was still kneeling, but looked dead. The blood was hard to see on his black leather, but thick droplets and rivulets of glossy liquid were dripping out of his chest and pooling around him.

Yuri turned to look at Click. He was alive. He was lying on the ground, on his side. His legs were twitching slightly, and he rocked his torso about an inch either way, back and forth. Yuri got up and stepped over Click, standing akimbo over him. He rolled the wounded ganger onto his back to get a better look, working with what light he had. Gut shot. Click held his belly and emitted a low moan. Blood smeared his face, bloody spittle coming out of his mouth as he breathed irregularly, sucking and blowing out.

“Shit,” Yuri breathed.

Soren was standing next to him. He hadn’t noticed her move, but that wasn’t important. She looked pale but was holding together. The hand holding her gun was shaking.

“We need to get out of here,” he told her, observing if she registered. She did, which was good.

“Where?” she asked, wide-eyed but coherent.

Click murmured something too wet to understand.

“What?” Yuri asked him.

Click’s teeth chattered as he spoke in spits of words, “My gang … street doc … 36th and 1st …”

Yuri understood, but, “That’s like ten blocks away; I can’t carry you that far,” he sounded out, thinking. They had no car and getting a car would take too long.

“Here,” Soren said. Yuri looked at her as she dashed out into the darkness. There was some tinny metallic crashing sound, and she came back with an anorexic grocery cart. Yuri looked at it with apprehension.

Soren looked at him and tussled her head in a shrug.

“Okay, right.” What other options did they have?

“Youf.. gotsh.. to be kiddin,” breathed out Click, blood spittle landing on his chin. He was shaking now. He was at risk of dying from shock, Yuri knew. This was not a good plan.

“All right, let’s do it. Help me lift him. One, two, three, up!” he said. Soren followed his lead. Yuri saw she still had her gun in her hand. After she and Yuri lifted Click into the cart as best they could amidst the ganger’s cries of agony, Yuri gently put his hand on Soren’s hand and worked up to grab the pistol, holding Soren’s questioning eyes as he did it. She hadn’t realized she was holding it. She didn’t know not holding it was an option. She had done well under fire, but now she could be a danger to all of them.

She blinked away sudden tears as Yuri pocketed her pistol. Then she tilted her head toward him. “It’s going to be all right, my little star. It’s going to be all right. Do you trust me?” He said it again when she didn’t answer. “Do you trust me?” She wiped a sleeve over her eyes and breathed out. She was quickly regaining composure. “Good. Good. All right, come on. He hasn’t much time.” Soren’s face steeled, and she nodded to Yuri.

They pushed Click down to the other exit of the alley. It broke into a quiet street. There weren’t a ton of options in regards to looking inconspicuous—a man and a woman pushing a guy folded uncomfortably in a grocery cart tended to stand out. In any case, Click didn’t have time to take anything but the most direct route. Knight Errant would eventually show up, but it wasn’t really an immediate concern. Maybe they’d get some descriptions from witnesses, but they’d come up empty running a SIN search on those descriptions since neither Yuri nor Soren were legally in the country. Dead Halloweeners, clear descriptions that would amount to First Nation gangers—the cops would write it up to “gang-related violence” and call it a day.

They pushed Click down the blackened street. Yuri was huffing and sweating with the effort. Soren held the front of the cart, making sure it didn’t tip over or hit anything. They walked in silence, though Click kept moaning and mumbling to himself intermittently. Further away, the sounds of police sirens echoed against the walls of the urban canyons. In the patch of night sky visible between buildings, lights from myriad drones and small helicopters blinked, the new stars of the world. The glow from Seattle obscured any real starlight. All that was left was to make a wish when you saw the teal or green lights of a vector-thrust drone.

Not that they were completely alone, as several cars whizzed by. Expertly directed by GridGuide, the vehicles moved with the silence of electric engines and the velocity of the expert traffic system detecting no obstacles and thus allowing full speed. A flash of lights and the cutting of the air was all that indicated someone had driven by. What the drivers and passengers thought of them, the two carrying a body in cart, Yuri could only wonder. He did not fully understand the North American mindset yet. In Vladivostok, someone would have at least asked about them. It was a rough place, and everyone knew what being down on your luck was like. Most people would have just kept on driving, but at least one person, one person with barely more luck than you, would have asked if you needed help, because they knew what it was like. Everyone knew that helping a little, or at least just asking, is how you got through it. People leaned on each other. When you had a good turn and you had a little bit of strength, you lent it to a neighbor, until the time came when you’d be down on your luck again, and they’d lend their strength to you. There was at least humanity to the everyday misery of poverty. Here … nothing. The sheer rampant capitalism had gotten to everyone, even the poor who stood no chance. Capitalism was rigged against certain people: the SINless, the poor. It was a rat race that had rules starting at the middle-class on up. If you were middle-class, you could fight your way up a notch or two. You’d never be rich, but maybe you’d be richer than your neighbors, if you played it right. But the poor, they were excluded from the game. It was as if a pawn asked to play chess. Yuri found that here, the pawns believed they were players. They’d line up on the board, get pushed around, and take down a rival pawn, maybe two. They got excited, thinking this was progress, that their reward was coming up. They were just being maneuvered to be fodder against an incoming knight or bishop.

The only way for a pawn to really win was to make it all the way across the board. Ignore everyone around you and beeline for the other side and become someone else. Make yourself a holy avenger and then frag everyone.

Yuri glanced up at Soren’s back as he thought about this. Was that what Soren was doing? He had been a front-line pawn before. Now he was one of those pieces lying next to the board, out of action, discarded. Yuri knew this, knew that was him. He did not complain about it. But Soren, she had life left in her. She wasn’t a pawn, either. Yuri felt a lot for her. She breathed so much life back into him. Made him believe there could be life for him again. But every time he looked in her eyes, he also felt imminent fear. His heart accelerated, the edges of his vision got a little white. It was the same feeling he’d get right before a raid against Yakut camps in the Russian Army. The same feeling he’d get in the woods afterwards when they heard the howling that foreshadowed an imminent punitive counter-attack. When he looked into Soren’s green eyes, he relived those dark woods, the crunch of snow underfoot, and the howl echo in the woods. That imminent threat. That imminent damage.

“Yuri?”

Yuri blinked and looked up at Soren. He realized she had stopped them and was looking at him intently. “What?” he asked, alarmed. He’d totally lost the outside world for a minute or two.

Soren looked slightly concerned. “It’s here. He says it’s here,” she said softly, pointing to the cart with her chin.

Yuri quickly looked down at Click and listened to what he was saying. He wasn’t mumbling to himself, at least not right now. As Soren said, he was repeating “Here … here,” over and over, his voice cracking between dry lips.

Yuri looked around and saw an alley. It was basically an opening between grey, plasteel facades of two open-to-the-public manufacturing shops. Both looked cheap, most likely selling counterfeit or stolen goods. The opening between the buildings was covered in graffiti depicting pumpkins, fire, and skulls, the motifs combined in various ways. The word Halloweeners was literally etched into the wall in crude cut marks. This was, obviously, not a group trying to hide.

Yuri waited for a Nissan Jackrabbit to whizz by before turning the cart and running across to the alley, Soren doing her best to keep the cart stable. The alley was sunk into murky shadows as the tall surrounding buildings cut off all light from reaching the narrow passageway. The graffiti covering the walls was painted with fluorescent paint; weird, demented pictures amidst sharp lettering designs that somehow provoked instinctive thoughts of violence and hate. What’s more, the corridor was lined with viral AROs, the code seeping, shoving, and mutating its way past commlink anti-viral firewalls. It assaulted the senses. The corridor spun, like a grotesque carnival horror-house tunnel. Sounds, abrasive and indistinct, inconsistent in volume, broke through and filled his earbuds. Yuri realized his face had bunched into a scowl, and he was gritting his teeth. He looked at Soren, seeing the muscles in her face similarly bunched up, revealing a grin of pain. She saw him looking and winced at him, communicating her discomfort. They pushed into the darkness, reaching a massive steel door with a reinforced frame built into an ancient brick building. The red-and-brown bricks had a white dusty look to them, chipped and broken around the newly—but clearly inexpertly—installed monstrous black steel door. There was no visible doorbell, physical or virtual, so Yuri balled his hand into a fist and knocked the meat of it as hard as he could into the door. It did not make a booming sound. It was like hitting a tank. All Yuri felt was steel and more steel beyond it.

Just as Soren threw him a sort of “what now” look, which Yuri was returning with a blank stare, the door opened. A human that could almost have passed as a troll looked down at them with murder in his eyes. The giant’s shirt was sleeveless, revealing massive biceps and shoulders each as big as Yuri’s torso. His head was shaved and painted all pitch black except for white triangles over and below his eyes. A narrow vertical white band also started from his lower lip to the bottom of his chin. As Yuri stared up at him open-jawed, the monster’s eyes quickly set on Click. The wounded Click made an indistinct gesture with his hand. The giant snarled. Yuri suddenly realized that if Click had passed out, or died, or for any reason was not able to explain and defend Yuri and Soren, then the huge doorman would have pulped them, literally.

As Yuri opened his mouth and inhaled in preparation of fast-talking, another ganger, comparatively a mouse next to the large one but really about the same size as Yuri, slipped under the giant’s arm that was holding the door open.

“It’s Click!” he yelled to the room behind him. The smaller ganger quickly worked to grab the cart and maneuver it inside. The monster was keeping his attention on Yuri, however. His eyes bulged, breathing deeply as his muscles bunched.

A black hand placed itself on the towering Halloweener’s chest. It was attached to another ganger, this one wearing a much more minimalist face paint of white chalky lines outlining classic jack o’lantern triangles around the eyes and a zig-zaggy mouth.

“Who are you?” he asked Yuri briskly, in the way that someone asks a yes-or-no question. Yuri involuntarily glanced at the giant before looking at the newer ganger.

“Uh,” started Yuri, unsure of where to begin. Wrong answer. He saw the light of interest leave the ganger’s face instantly, right before he took his hand off the giant’s chest.

“Kill them,” he said dismissively.

“Wait!” interjected Soren, speaking very quickly. “We’re friends of Click! We were attacked, the other two are dead, we brought Click here to save him!”

The white lined jack o’ lantern hadn’t seen Soren. He poked his head out the door to look at her. His expression didn’t change, but he replied, “Well, why didn’t you say so?” His lower lip barely moved when he talked, making the words sound very rounded. “Come on in,” he added. He tapped the giant’s belly with the back of his hand. The giant took a step back, eyeing the two with new interest. Yuri frowned slightly, seeing intelligence behind that new appraisal. Just as Click’s behavior had forced him to challenge what he expected from Halloweeners, so did this. Mindless brutality was an incorrect assumption. Brutality, maybe, but apparently not mindless. This, of course, made things even more dangerous. He exchanged looks with Soren and stepped through the security door.

Inside was a large industrial space. Rusty iron girders lined the ceiling. It was one giant main room with a few square side offices built against the walls. At a glance, Yuri saw bedrolls in one corner, some couches—molded, torn, and full of holes—in another, with several tables, crates, boxes, and barrels, many with fires burning in them. The entire space was a haphazard commune, a chaos of unbounded spaces. There were a lot of people; more than a dozen were converging on the cart with Click in it, many of them females. Yuri realized there was actually a lot of women present. It was a little hard to tell at first, as everyone wore obscuring layers of black leather and hoodies, scarves, and rags of clothing, making the female silhouette difficult to discern. The gangers not already around Click were converging from corners of the room to come see what the fuss was about. The ganger that let them in had gone into the crowd. Soren and Yuri had been left by themselves near the door, nobody paying the slightest attention to them. That is, except for the muscular mountain with the pitch black face. He stood there, starring at them. Yuri swallowed and tried giving him a corner smile and a slight nod. The monster did not react.

“Put him on the table!” someone was yelling with authority. One of the gangers was taking charge and pushing the crowd away, calls of “Give him space!” repeating by different voices.

A tall and lean man, flanked by two ork brethren, came out of one of the side rooms. He marched quickly and imperiously forward, others getting out of his way as soon as they saw him.

“Who did this to him?” he yelled out. His voice cut through the din and the room fell silent. “Who did this to him?” he repeated, his face, wide-eyed, scanned all the faces before him.

“They brought him in. They know,” some female voice said. Myriad faces, all painted, all different geometric takes on skulls and carved pumpkins—some fully painted, other just lines—turned to look at Yuri and Soren. Among those faces was the wild-eyed ganger asking the questions. If possible, his eyes got even wider. Silence fell on the crowd, as many gangers that hadn’t noticed the two strangers before were giving them a very obvious up-and-down scan.

“Well?” spat out the lead Halloweener.

“It was … it was First Nation. They jumped us in the alley. There was Click, Gaslight, and Spec. They attacked, they had faces painted: red, black … white, and blue.” Yuri, recalling the primal colors and schemes, moved his hands over his face, indicating patterns. “They shot at us, no warning. They all fell, before they could draw. The other two … gone. Only Click survived. We brought him here.”

Many eyes fell down at the retelling, at the loss of the other two. But many more heads started nodding and murmurs sprang up. The one with the wild eyes was nodding too.

“First Nation …,” he said to himself. There was a pause. Then, “They’re fucking dead!” he roared, articulating each word with a full mouth, spittle flying out. There was adjoining roar of approval from the crowd.

“Cage, break out the torches!” he yelled out. A ganger, quickly followed by another, dodged into one of the side rooms. “We gonna go fucking roast ’em!” he roared out, his lips curling at every word. The roar of the other gangers was deafening, echoing in the large brick-walled space. The gangers that had ducked into the side room came out with arms full. Yuri squinted at the contraptions they were holding—rusty pieces of metal tubing, once military-green paint faded out, ends blackened to a blueish tint—these were flame-throwers. Crude, surely, but the basic mechanisms were all there. Regular firearms were being passed around too, as well as Molotov cocktails, old oiled rags stuffed into bottles. In a rush of movement, the gangers armed themselves and ran out the front door, pushing Yuri and Soren to the side. Like boys running off to play a game, the last stragglers stumbled over themselves to grab a weapon and run out after the others.

The room became much emptier and quieter. Only a handful of male gangers were left, mostly huddled around Click. The rest, maybe a dozen, were females. Some were working to help Click, but a bunch held their arms, looking upset and without purpose. One, a pretty blond with two long tresses falling down the length of her studded leather jacket, was crying silently.

Yuri looked around. He saw Soren was taking everything in as well. The entire room was painted over with a type of dark paint, or some sort of tarry substance. Pieces of trash sat in some of the corners. In the middle, some of the gangers were talking in low tones to each other, giving instructions as they worked to assess and plug Click’s wounds. The blond girl and some of her friends huddled, a good distance from the table where the gangers worked, sobbing and sniffling.

Suddenly, another girl snorted loudly and yelled “This is bullshit!” Some of the other girls gasped and threw her dirty looks. The gangers working over Click also threw her a look.

One of them said “Shut the fuck up, Lucinda.”

Lucinda immediately answered, “Suck my cock, Brands.”

She was a brunette. Young—early twenties, if that. She had the insolent beauty of youth. Her skin was pale and perfect, contrasted with black eyeliner and a simple geo-spherical design on her cheekbone. Her hair was a carefully controlled, rich mass around her ivory features.

One of the gangers turned from Click and said in an authoritative voice—the same voice that had called for Click to be placed on the table—“Luce, get some water for us. Can you do that, please?” This ganger had a brown knit turtleneck under the ubiquitous black leather jacket. His face paint consisted of simple white lines tracking the outline of a skull over a bark-brown layer that almost matched his shirt.

Lucinda raised her chin as she assessed the request. The brown Halloweener held her stare with unflinching steadiness, but no aggression. His calm demeanor carried authority as much as his voice. Yuri could see the others were holding back contempt and short words from Lucinda.

“Fine,” she eventually said, in a way that suggested she had decided she’d been paid sufficient respect.

“Take our guest with you, please,” he said, throwing a glance at Yuri, laden with … what? Suspicion? Something else. Yuri held the ganger’s eyes for a moment as they appraised each other neutrally.

“I … I can help,” said Soren, shrugging out of inertia. She made a small sound and took off her parka, dropping it simply on the ground, revealing her graceful, long frame. She rolled up the sleeves of her knit sweater and went towards the table where Click mumbled to himself.

Lucinda eyed Yuri up and down and sighed. “This way,” she said, with as little breath as she could manage. Yuri gave the brown ganger, who was still observing him, and Soren a last glance. Soren was already working to hold more bandages—rags, really—against Click’s open wounds.

Lucinda was opening a door at the back of the warehouse by the time Yuri caught up with her. The door led to another alley on the far left side from the front door where they’d come in. The alley was tight, barely a meter wide. The walls were lined with pipes from the surrounding buildings. The pipes steamed and small drops of condensation dripped down from them. Patches of dangerous-looking bright orange mold grew sporadically down on the corner where wall met street. Lucinda had a bucket, which she placed on the ground against the alley wall. She twisted a knob with the shrieking sound of grating metal, and a small stream of water began spilling out of a spigot sticking out of a pipe. It was a constant stream, but not a big one. It would take a minute or two, at least, to fill up the pail they had.

Lucinda sat on her hunches, stretching the holes on the knees of her black denims. She looked up at Yuri. “So, what’s your story?” she asked him. Her beauty was striking, in a dark, tumultuous way.

Yuri hunched next to her, watching the pail fill up slowly. He shrugged. “Not much. Haven’t been here long. We’re from Russia.”

Lucinda eyed him. She feigned disinterest, but Yuri knew how to read youthful tricks. He was just too old for that kind of shit.

“She your girlfriend?” she asked. Yuri nodded without looking at her. “How did you know Click?” she asked. She failed to camouflage the change of subject following his answer.

“Just met him, really. Him and the others. They were good guys.” Yuri caught himself. “Click is. He’s gonna pull through.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve been around injuries a lot. With some care, he’ll be all right.”

Lucinda stood up suddenly. Yuri looked up at her. “Well, that’s your problem right there. Nobody cares around here.” She walked back into the building. “Stay here, I’m getting another pail,” she said, when Yuri didn’t ask.

Yuri was left with only the sound of water gently trickling as the bucket slowly filled. He looked around the alley. The walls on all sides were high, covered in pipework. The sounds of the city were almost entirely muffled out. Light came in, harsh halogen coming off the sides of the neighboring buildings, but filtering down into a soft glow pervading the alley.

By himself, finally, he was able to consciously reflect on what his unconscious mind had long ago worked out. They would not be able to go back to the apartment. The First Nation would be watching, probably having taken over the back alley to peddle their own junk. The Halloweener’s punitive strike back would not claim territory back, just make things worse. They had nowhere to stay and had nothing but what they carried. Not a terrible loss: they barely owned anything, and all their money was stowed in a low-grade Chinese bank account under Yuri’s name. It was the same account he had for decades now, operated by Chinese shadow banks and easily available from contacts in Vladivostok. As long as he could get a Matrix connection, he could access his funds, meager as they were.

He took a deep breath. He’d have to figure things out, play it by ear. Lucinda came back just as Yuri judged the pail was full enough. They silently traded places, she crouching down to fill in the new bucket she’d obtained and he getting up with creaking knees, going back inside.

To Yuri’s surprise, everyone was now standing back from the table, some with arms crossed and some biting nails. A very ordinary middle-aged man wearing a white lab coat was working on Click. Soren was the only one left assisting him. Her hands were bloody up to the elbows. She had a bloody swath under her right eye, where she must have absent-mindedly swiped at herself.

Yuri lifted the bucket of water onto the table, dropping it deliberately loudly enough to announce his presence. The man looked up, Yuri nodding at him. “Ah, yes, some water. Very good, thank you very much.” His voice had the clear graveness of a lifelong American who never in his life spoke anything other than American English.

 “You a doctor?” Yuri asked.

“Yes, yes … Doctor Sullivan,” he said. He looked like he was about to say more, but thought better of it. “You must be Yuri. Soren here told me a little about the events that led to Click’s injuries.”

Yuri looked at Soren who had her mouth open slightly. He saw her eyes focus an instant on something behind him. He turned to see Lucinda coming toward them with her own pail. When Yuri turned back, Soren’s eyes snapped back at him before she chose a point in the space next to him to settle her gaze on. Her whole body tensed. Her eyes darted to Lucinda again as the latter placed her bucket on the table. She was standing so close to Yuri that her hair brushed against his shoulder. Everyone looked at her, though admittedly it was hard not to. She made sure she had everyone’s attention, before giving a nasty very fake smile.

“I’m done with this shit,” Lucinda announced. Her graceful black eyebrows danced up. “I’ll be back once you guys find your dicks again,” she said with a slight bow, before walking away. Nobody tried to stop her.

Yuri shrugged. “Doctor, what do you think? Looked like gut shots to me. He should make it, no?”

He noticed Soren was holding a piercing sidelong gaze at him.

The doctor smiled rather vacantly. “Yes, yes, well. There seems to be rather serious internal damage, explosive rounds, possibly even the enhanced kind. He needs some products that I …,” his “I” was one big inhalation, “ … simply do not have access to in my, well … I do not have access to.” He said, fumbling at the end, again not truly completing the thought.

“What products?” asked the brown Halloweener in his grave voice.

“Ah, accelerated curative gels, nanite pastes. AgelRex, Trimntandite, that sort of thing.” said the doctor, with glassy eyes. Yuri read the room as no further informed than it was before.

“These products, they are worth a lot of money, yes?” asked Yuri.

The street doc chuckled. “Well, yes, yes, well … depends, for many they are readily available, standard in higher-grade medkits, but when you have nothing, yes, I suppose they are worth a lot. Clinics are always in need. Rare in the Barrens, in the clinics in Puyallup—and for street docs everywhere, yes.” He made a sort of squealing noise of assessment. “Yes, worth a lot.”

Yuri nodded. “I will get some.”

Soren’s eyes jumped to him, her mouth opening. She started shaking her head and was about to say something, but thought better of it considering her company, and she fell to glaring at Yuri with narrow eyes.

All the Halloweeners made sounds of approval. The brown Halloweener spoke up, “I’ll come with you.”

Yuri started to protest politely but the ganger cut him off sharply, “I insist.” They held stares for a moment.

“Of course,” Yuri said, eventually. “There is a warehouse nearby. They stock the stuff. Should be an easy job.” Yuri explained.

“Good; gear up. We’ll leave in twenty minutes,” said the Halloweener, walking away, wiping his bloody hands on a rag.

Everyone broke up, heading in different directions. One of the Halloweeners headed toward a group of girls still hanging around and corralled them with his arms away from the table. The doctor bagged a few of his items and walked away from the table. Yuri saw his chance and headed for him. Soren intercepted him immediately. She hissed at him in a low, fast whisper, “What are you doing? This is not the plan. You’re fucking everything up. What we need to do is move out, we have to …”

He cut her off with a “Shhh,” gently placing two fingers on her lips. He caressed her hair and brought his nose against her cheekbone, whispering in her ear, “Not now. Trust me. I have a plan. He broke off quickly, eager to reach the doctor. He felt his attempt to pacify Soren had only left her fuming, but she had been mad before that. He wasn’t going to get at the real issue, and he needed to talk to the doctor.

“Doctor,” he called to the man, stepping close to him. “These medication … they are hard to get, no? You spoke of the black market …”

Sullivan looked him up and down, a low noncommittal murmur slipping out of his lips. Yuri pressed on.

“If I get extra, you know, more than Click needs. A lot more. You can help me sell to the market, make sure the right clinics get some, yes? You will receive fee for helping, of course.” Yuri pinned the doctor’s eyes with a solid stare, his hand gently placed on Sullivan’s shoulder. Yuri could see mistrust mingling with greed in the doctor’s wavering eyes.

“Yes, yes, I could do that.” He said at length, his voice suddenly very steady.

“Good,” Yuri simply replied, tapping the man’s shoulder.

Yuri turned away to find the brown Halloweener looking at him. “You ready to go?” he asked gravely. Yuri grimaced slightly, making sure it was visible.

“I need to know more about you, Halloweener. This is no job for gang-banger—no offense.”

Yuri wondered for a moment if the ganger was going to punch him. The Halloweener gave him a dark stare for a long time.

“My name is Church. Click is my brother. And I don’t mean that in the ‘we’re all brothers’ kind of deal. He’s my actual biological brother, my little brother. So you see, we’re gonna do this, and I’m going to come. You can shove your opinion of me up your fucking ass, omae, ’cause that’s the only deal.”

Yuri glanced at Click and back at Church. Hard to say there was any physical similarity with all the makeup they wore, but there was no reason to doubt his word. “Fine,” he said. “This is recon only. We aren’t going in, and we aren’t shooting anything.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Church answered flatly.

This is going to be a long night, thought Yuri.










It took them about an hour to reach the same observation point Yuri had used before with Soren. Church had brought along a trio of fellow Halloweeners. “Halloweeners never travel alone,” was the reason Church had given to Yuri’s insistence that a smaller party was better. Church had stated that the same way one might state, “Cyberarms are stronger,” like a self-evident fact. In light of Church’s lack of explanation, Rag Doll, a tall, slim girl with long, braided purple hair and extremely elaborate skeletal face paint, explained to Yuri that being part of a gang, being part of the Halloweeners, meant that you always had people with you.

Her eyes had been bright and her voice warm when she’d said this. “You see, you’re never alone anymore. You always have people you can trust with you,” she’d said, as they rode an automated bus to their destination.

“Yes, like in the army,” Yuri had said, his mind’s eye flashing to his days in the armed forces.

“Probably not,” Rag Doll had said, chuckling. At Yuri’s frown, she added “In the army, you’re told what to do and who to hang out with, right? Like, who your unit is. Us, we do what we want. We stick together because we like each other. We have each other’s backs because we care about each other.” Yuri was surprised to see the other Halloweeners nod their heads at Rag Doll. He would have expected them to repudiate any sort of touchy-feely emotions, but they showed no embarrassment at the description.

The ride with the Halloweeners revealed them to be a lot like Click, Gaslight, and Specter had been around the barrel fire. They made jokes, talked about past events, gossiped idly about people Yuri did not know. The automated bus had few other passengers, but after the gangers had entered and taken over the back, every other passenger had either moved far to the front or simply gotten off the bus. The Halloweeners hadn’t actually bothered anyone, but the way they had moved in, taken good looks at every one on their way to the back, swaggering slowly as they made their way—it was instinctive dominance. It was simply that they knew no one could challenge them. One of the Halloweeners, a short guy they called Spades who wore a plastic mask rather than facepaint, had proceeded to nonchalantly spray paint a crude pumpkin graffiti on the inside wall of the bus.

Since Rag Doll liked to talk and seemed open to any subject, Yuri decided to get a few of his burning questions out. “That guy, the Halloweener that led everyone else out, who was that? Is that your leader?”

Rag Doll laughed, echoed by chuckles from the other gangers that had heard his question. “That’s Wes. He is not our ‘leader,’ no. That would be Nightmare, but even then, he’s not like a leader that, like, tells us what to do. I told you we were free. We do what we like, nobody tells us what to do. We just follow some people, like Nightmare, because they have their shit together and we want to. Wes is kind of like that for some of the guys, and that’s all right, for them.”

“He’s going after the First Nation?”

“Yeah. He hates them the most. Not that they don’t deserve it,” she added darkly. “But yeah, he’s gonna go fuck them up. No such thing as no payback.”

“No such thing as no payback,” all of the Halloweeners repeated, as if it was amen to a prayer. Even stoic Church murmured it, nodding.

Yuri’s questions cast a dark pall on the group for a while, so he kept quiet after that. Eventually the gangers’ moods picked back up and they all started chatting again. Yuri contented himself with observing them.

By the time they got off the bus, it had started to rain. It was one of those fine mist rains, minuscule little particles that flew everywhere as the wind blew them around. It soaked everything in a matter of minutes. Yuri brought the gang to a safe vantage point and let Church take a good look. Yuri pointed out all the security he saw, and what he thought they should do about it. Amazingly to Yuri, Church seemed to listen carefully to everything, nodding as Yuri pointed out things and explained his plan. The other Halloweeners behaved more like what Yuri had expected. They had distanced themselves a little, playing games, hitting each other, telling jokes, laughing, and apparently took turns making out with a giggling Rag Doll. Yuri zoned them out and focused on the mark.

“You know how to do all this?” Church had eventually asked pensively, as Yuri had mentioned many technical tasks involving bypassing electronics, locks, and some simple hacking.

“Well, some. Soren knows this stuff more.” He’d said. He oddly realized he hadn’t thought about Soren for a little while, his mind on current matters. Thinking about her, even just this sort of flash thought, brought him a warm sense of comfort.

“Mm,” Church had said. “We’re going to need gear, though.”

“Yes, yes we are,” Yuri agreed. “That was going to be my next task.” Yuri looked at Church. “You guys must know fixers, people to get this kind of gear, right?” he ventured. He did not want to bring up, especially to Church, that those had pretty much been Click’s last words.

Church threw him a high-eyebrow side glance. “You want to talk to Lucinda, actually.”

Yuri felt his blood run hot in an instant. He didn’t know why the Halloweener had decided to make such an allusion, but the last thing he needed was snide remarks about him and the little tart. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he growled.

Church cocked an eyebrow, nonplussed. “Just that the girl is well connected, omae. I’m serious. You need to talk to Lucinda. She can hook you up with all the gear you need, and then some.”

“What? That little girl? How?” Yuri asked. He wiped his hand over his face, ostensibly to wipe the rain off, but really a physical tic from his annoyance.

“Her parents, mostly. But you can ask her that yourself. I’m not her spokesman.” He pushed the binoculars they’d been using into Yuri’s chest. “You’re going to have to deal with her,” he said. “I’d do it, but she won’t do me any favors. You, you’re new. You have a good chance.” Yuri stared at him, frowning. He was just about to point out that, no, he didn’t have to do anything, but the Halloweener must have reached the same conclusion as well.

“Look,” the ganger began, in a much softer tone. “I know you don’t have to do anything. I’m not stupid; I know you’re planning on making out like a bandit with this raid, but that’s just nuyen for you. For me, it’s my brother. I need this more than you do. So no, you don’t have to do anything. But I’m serious; you’ll get better mileage out of Lucinda. We need her help, and I can’t twist her arm. I’ll owe you one, man.”

Church lowered his head and looked up into Yuri’s eyes, extending his hand. The rainy mist formed droplets on the Halloweener’s nose, dripping down. His makeup held well enough against the wetness, but it had smudged. Darkness pooled down his eye sockets. He was soaked and probably cold, but his eyes showed nothing but determination, his black pupils perfectly fixed on Yuri. Extending his own hand, Yuri shook Church’s hand slowly. Church gave a brief nod. “Let’s head back,” he said, whistling for the others.

With everyone cold, soaked, and tired, the ride back was much more sedate. The night had been extremely long and Yuri was looking forward to some sleep. It would have to be at the Halloweener’s lair, but Church and the others had extended an invitation for him and Soren to stay. As they disembarked from the bus and walked back to the Halloweener’s lair, though, it seemed peace and quiet weren’t to be had quite so easily. Trog rock music—loud, violent shit with deep bass, both in the instrumentation and the voices—could be heard right through the walls of the warehouse, a deep booming vibration that rolled through the psychedelic alley leading up to the door. The music seemed to excite something in Rag Doll, who ran ahead towards the door. The others, save Church, quickly followed suit. Church merely met Yuri’s inquisitive glance. There was something in Church’s face that worried Yuri greatly. Cold. Factual … detached. And an invitation, or a warning, to be so as well.

When Rag Doll opened the door, the full deafening volume of the music hit Yuri. He winced and mentally adjusted his cyberears’ controls, dampening as much as he could. His ears still had some automatic dampening, but the controlling firmware had been buggy for a long time. Yuri had gotten used to having to make manual adjustments.

Inside the den, it was a veritable party. Halloweeners were guzzling messily from beer bottles and moshing to the music, whooping and roaring. Yuri looked for Soren and found her standing with her back against the wall. She had her arms wrapped around herself as if she was cold. Her face was blank and somewhat pale. Yuri noticed a tall handsome Halloweener standing next to her, talking softly to her ear, his arm around her shoulder. Yuri frowned. Soren didn’t seem to be remotely aware of his existence though, her gaze focused straight ahead. Something made her turn her head and she noticed Yuri. Her green eyes registered him, but rather than smile at him, she blinked, turned to the ganger talking to her, and gave him a smile, nodding her head. Her fingers pushed a strand of hair away from her face. She laughed at something he said.

Yuri got the message. His mood darkened, feeling the ligaments in his body twist and his jaw tighten. He figured she needed space. She was giving him bullshit for bad reasons, but Yuri reminded himself that’s how women were sometimes. Often, actually. The stress made him instantly relive the kind of shit his crazy wife used to give him all the time, long ago. The two women merged in his thoughts, which was an uncomfortable feeling he wasn’t prepared to resolve. His thoughts heavy as storm clouds, Yuri decided to go take a look around.

He walked through the throng of Halloweeners. Most patted him on the back or punched him in the shoulder or something. He saw that the table Click rested on had been pushed to one side. Various gangers came and went from Click’s side. Yuri pushed his way to there. He realized that it was wild-eyed, aggressive Wes that was now holding Click’s hand and talking to him. He was saying, “You hang in there buddy, and we’re gonna take care of you. What’s important is we got them motherfuckers back, yeah? You got it bro, right? You stay strong, and we’re gonna cook those bastards for you, you got it? Yeah? You hear me? You want us to cook ’em now?”

Click was conscious, but his face was pale, devoid of paint. Yuri couldn’t help but stare at the man underneath. He looked so … normal. Just a young man, suffering and scared he was going to die. His teeth chattered a bit but he was making an effort to hold through it. “Yeah … yeah…,” he said.

“Yeah?” repeated Wes, his eyes again growing. He became instantly fidgety and excited. “Yeah. Yeah motherfucker! YEAH!” he roared. “We’re going to cook the fuckers now!” he roared behind him, to the room of Halloweeners. His excitement was picked up by the entire assembly of Halloweeners who raised fists in the air and roared out, or threw bottles against the walls and yelled.

What the fuck?, thought Yuri. He bumped into Rag Doll and Spades. Glad to see people he sort of knew, he shouted, to be heard over the din, “What is going on?”

Rag Doll laughed excitedly. “We’re gonna have ourselves a barbeque!” she yelled back.

“The fuck does that mean?” Yuri shouted back. He doubted it was literal. Rag Doll said something that Yuri couldn’t understand in the cacophony. “What?” he shouted. Rag Doll said it again, but noticed the empty look on Yuri’s face. Giving up, she simply pointed towards the front of the building. Yuri looked at her, but read that she was telling him to go and look for himself. He shoved past several bare-chested moshing Halloweeners—blurs of tattoos and extensively scarred flesh—toward the front of the room. He stopped at what he saw. A man and a woman were tied like sausages against steel beams. The man had been shot at some point, and his head was slumped. He was alive, but was not long for this world. The woman was unhurt, aside from superficial cuts and bruises. Both had their heads shaved except for topknots, with fully painted heads. The man’s lower half was in a gory red and upper half in a dark glossy blue. The girl’s face was blue and white, with a stripe of black at eye level. First Nation gangers, without a doubt.

Yuri felt a presence at his side and looked. He saw the top of Lucinda’s glossy curly mane before she looked up sideways at him. He returned his gaze to the captives to avoid meeting her eyes.

“What are they going to do to them?” he asked. The sound level was more manageable here, beyond the noise of reveling gangers.

“Burn them alive,” she said flatly. He looked at her. She registered no expression. He turned back to try to look at where Click’s table was and find Wes, but didn’t see him. Instead, he saw Church there. Coincidentally, impossibly, across the entire crowd, he saw Church was staring back at him, with the same fatality in his eyes as before. The crowd moved and the line of sight broke. Yuri turned back to look at the prisoners. The corner of his lip curled.

“Do you want to stay here and watch?” Lucinda asked coolly. Just then, Wes pushed through the crowd and emerged next to Yuri. The gangers howled and hooted. He raised a hand, and the room got somewhat quieter. He smiled ear to ear, accentuated by his chalky skull face paint. He lowered his hand straight down so it was parallel to the floor, keeping his arm outstretched, and walked forward. His eyes glowed with delightful mischief. He took a large playful step forward and grabbed the cheeks of the female First Nation ganger, squeezing them together over her mouth. He shook his hand, forcing her head to follow.

“Ohhhh,” he intoned, and then laughed. The other Halloweeners laughed too. “You’re gonna cook, you little bitch,” he told her slowly. “What you got to say to that, huh?” he said, then released his pinch over her mouth.

She spat at Wes’s face and said something in a language Yuri didn’t know. It sounded defiant and hateful. Wes wiped his face. There was a moment of dead silence as Wes’s glowing, frenzied, eyes jumped around the tied-up woman, his breathing accelerated. Rather than violence, finally it was laughter. Wes chuckled softly at first, then turned to his brothers and laughed more openly. Many other Halloweeners joined in. Wes’s laugh ended abruptly and his face contorted. He launched himself at the woman and grabbed beneath her jaw with his hand, violently twisting her head at a difficult angle as he threw his face next to hers. He licked the side of her face with his tongue, smearing her facepaint.

“Oh, I’m gonna cook you real slow, bitch. Real slow,” he whispered to her. Her let go of her face and stalked off. He stopped in front of the wounded male and poked a finger between the ropes, presumably where the gunshot wound was. The First Nation man screamed out. Satisfied he was alive and alert, Wes continued his stalk toward the side gear rooms. Yuri looked back at the captives. The girl, now ignored by the Halloweeners as their attention went to preparations to burning her alive, had succumbed to her private hell. She was crying, her face to one side, her act of defiance suddenly nothing, the reality of her situation overcoming pride.

Yuri had seen cruelty before—cruelty toward captives, toward noncombatants. His role in the special units in Siberia had largely been to hit civilian Yakut encampments and burn them down. Soldiers in his company regularly shot civilians during raids. Sometimes, when officers were too busy to look, some raped the women. Grandmothers, mothers, daughters. It didn’t matter. It was disgusting; it was war. Yuri himself had never been like that and had tried to keep away from those who acted that way, or at least those who enjoyed it. But, as he recalled—and perhaps it was a lame excuse for the behavior of monstrous men—it had been war. The boys were scared witless, numbed by alternating waves of terror and rage, jacked up on combat adrenaline. It had all been in the moment, for what it was worth. It had disgusted him then, and was largely why he’d quit the forces, but this … this was calm and considered. This was deliberate and drawn out. Yuri felt the bile in his stomach turn and rise in his throat. He grimaced. He turned to Lucinda, who was observing the First Nation girl as she cried, her head hung to the side. Lucinda’s face was blank, no expression one way or the other. She was unreadable. She noticed Yuri looking at her and slowly turned her head to answer his look, blinking calmly.

“Yes?” she asked.

“Can we stop this?”

Her brow furrowed in a frown of sincere consideration for a moment. “No, I don’t see how,” she eventually said, frank and honest. Her big brown eyes opened back up to observe his next move.

He turned back to see Wes, wearing goggles and wielding one of the Halloweener’s flamethrowers. He shot a spurt diagonally into the air towards an empty part of the room, testing the mechanism. The whoosh was audible and Yuri felt the heat from where he was. The Halloweeners got excited. The First Nation woman broke down and started whimpering, shaking her head crying, begging. She pleaded sobbingly to anybody and nobody as Wes advanced towards her, smiling.

Yuri couldn’t take it anymore. Anxiety pushed him to binary fight or flight. Whatever he did next, he would not witness this monstrosity. He considered an attack vector to get to Wes to disarm him, kill him. But then he’d be mauled by the mob of gangers. It was suicide and guaranteed nothing. His entire body tightened in a knot of muscle, his jaw clenched, and he growled deep and low in his throat. His vision narrowed and sounds blotted out.

Suddenly he felt softness against his hand. He jerked, looking down and saw the pale, almost translucent skin of Lucinda’s hand slipped into his. Her big brown eyes looked up at him, her lips parted.

“Come,” she said in a whisper, tugging at his hand. “You can’t stop this, but we don’t need to be here.” Yuri’s face contorted. A low howl, audible only to himself, escaped his throat as he exhaled the air stored in his lungs. She was right, and he knew it. It was the same feeling he’d felt those times he had been forced to retreat from Yakut ambushes. The feeling of cowardice, of shame. The unreasonable but unstoppable feeling of defeat, but that small, unknowledgeable guilty relief of not having to stay. He bottled it back in, like he’d learned to. Either you accepted the rationalization of “live to fight another day,” or you didn’t and you died. Yuri had survived those days by learning to swallow the bitterness. He brought it back to his mind. Blocked everything out. His face dropped back into a slack, cold mask. He closed his hand against Lucinda’s and let her guide him out. They exited the building, fresh air washing over him. The heavy door shut behind him, just as he heard inhuman cries of terror and agony, followed immediately by the roars of an excited crowd. The door closed, and he heard no more.

They walked the streets of Seattle for some time. Yuri was lost in silent internal contemplation. Lucinda would occasionally go into spurts of talking, marking observations about the city or other comments Yuri did not pay attention to. The fine mist had subsided, leaving the streets of the city shiny with wetness, reflecting the glow of the bright city lights. Paper and cardboard, melted from the water, stuck to the sidewalk as cars glided by, their tires making a gentle slushy sound as they passed by. They eventually reached a tall, modern apartment building the color of dark blue-grey granite. The building was cut sharply, trimmed in chrome that mirrored the darkness of the night.

“Come on in, we’ll talk about what you need,” said Lucinda, heading in. She turned to look at Yuri as he did not follow her immediately. “Church told me you needed to talk business with me. Come on,” she insisted, tilting her head in invitation.

“You live here?” asked Yuri with hesitation. “With … your parents?” he asked, trying to gauge Lucinda’s youth.

The corner of her lip lifted in a soft snort. “Not with my parents, no.”

“This place looks expensive. You’re affording this on your own?” continued Yuri, trying to piece it all together.

“Oh, no. My parents pay for it. They just don’t live here.” She gave a soft sigh, followed by a moment of brief silence. She continued, her tone lifting, resigned to being forced to tell the whole story.

“My parents live in Bellevue, which is not terribly far out of downtown, but they pay for this place for me so I can go to college and stuff.” Her tone lowered. “They barely know I’m alive. They don’t check up on me. You should have seen the enthusiasm when they agreed I should move out when I brought it up.”

Yuri made a polite grunt of acknowledgement. Where Yuri came from, people didn’t complain about free rides, mostly because they didn’t get any. While the full picture still eluded him, from the bits and pieces she’d let slip out, Yuri understood Soren also came from a privileged background. Difference is, she hadn’t stayed in a half-life of one foot in, one foot out. She’d left home and gone into the life she wanted for herself, even if that’d led her to be a thief. Yuri respected her for that. At least he thought he did, since he wasn’t actually sure that was the correct picture of Soren. She lied, diverted, and obfuscated when it came to her past—something Yuri had never found he truly minded. Yuri exhaled and weighed his options. He needed to talk business with Lucinda. He eyed the girl warily. Not like she could overpower him or anything. He followed her into the elevator.

The elevator rose up to the eleventh floor before opening with a soft chime. Lucinda led Yuri a few doors down to her apartment. The halls were dimly lit by sconces. Plants were placed every few feet in the hallway, in square dark brown granite planters. It was a nice, clean hallway. When Lucinda opened her door, a stark contrast was revealed—the place was a mess. Clothes were nearly everywhere. Shipping boxes, mostly shoe boxes, lay open everywhere else. Dirty plates and utensils littered the kitchen counter. Various AR holograms played by themselves, mostly music videos . Perhaps porn videos, the more Yuri looked at them. The distinction was hard to tell, as lithe holographic vixens gyrated and moved sensually. Yuri frowned.

“Come in,” Lucinda said. She kicked a path through shirts, panties, and bras on the floor. “Don’t mind the mess,” she said, turning to him with a wicked grin on her face as she battled her way to her bedroom.

Yuri took two steps in. “We need to talk business,” he said to the cluttered room before him.

“I know,” said Lucinda. She emerged from her bedroom wearing a low cut, high crop black top that revealed a firm, lithe midriff and exposed cleavage. An elastic hairband in her mouth, she gathered her hair into a ponytail before tying it.

“Um …,” began Yuri. He snapped out of a momentary condition where he couldn’t recall what he was thinking about. He pinched the bridge of his nose before rubbing his eyes. Some sleep would be nice. “Ah … Church asked … Church told me you have connections. We need gear for a job we’re planning. This job will be for medicine for Click.”

“Uh huh?” asked Lucinda seriously, taking a step towards him.

“Uh, yes … I don’t know what connection you have, you know. But we really need your help here, and, uh, Church said you could … you know … uhm. Help.” Yuri’s words sounded pretty unconvincing to his own ears, but he wasn’t sure how to go about this. He felt out of balance.

“Yeah, I have connections,” Lucinda said, taking another step until she was right up against him. She smiled innocently at him. She pressed one of her fingers to his breastbone, then moved it gently down.

Yuri took a step away. “What kind of connections do you have? How? I need to know this is solid,” he said very seriously. He had no intention of sounding evasive to this girl, and put more gravitas in his tone than it merited as a clumsy overcompensation.

Lucinda cocked her head slightly. “I hardly ever go to my classes. I’m flunking almost everything. Just keeping things where they don’t throw me out of school. Instead, I invest my time into making friends. Into acquiring new business connections. I know cyber vendors, fixers, fences. A few dirty cops, some mobsters, weapon dealers.”

Yuri tried not to look impressed, but he probably only succeeded in looking dumb instead. “Well, uh, we need some electronics gear, mostly.”

“You got a list?” she asked, her lower lip dropping and opening her big brown eyes to him.

“Uh, sure, yes. Here.” Yuri accessed his commlink and threw over an ARO containing the gear they’d need to bypass the security measures they’d seen at the facility. It was a list that Soren had provided to him. Most of the things were incomprehensible to Yuri.

Lucinda looked it over briefly. Very briefly. She shrugged. “I can get all this.”

“You can? Well, that’s good. That’s fantastic,” said Yuri, actually somewhat excited. He thought getting gear in this city was going to be extremely difficult without contacts. He uncrossed his arms. “Well, then, uh, thanks. When can you get this?”

Lucinda tilted her head. “Tomorrow, right? Click doesn’t have much time.”

“Good, good,” agreed Yuri.

“There’s just the matter of my fee.” Lucinda stated flatly.

“Church will give you the required funds. The Halloweeners will pay for it.”

“That’s for the gear, yeah. I know they’ll cover the price of the gear from my suppliers. But I’m talking about my fee.” She said, the last two words purring out of her lips.

She swayed her hips and took a graceful step forward. She pushed right up against Yuri, rising on the tips of her toes, gently placing her lips on his. Yuri registered a small breath before he felt the tip of her tongue gently pry open his lips. She was soft and supple.

She pulled away and her big brown eyes looked up, probing his for reaction. She cocked a delicate eyebrow.

“Lucinda, no,” he said, placing a hand on her stomach to push her away. He touched hard muscle.

“She won’t know,” she breathed, grabbing the hand on her stomach and dragging it up to one of her breasts. She was braless, Yuri’s hand wrapped into a caress, soft and spilling out of his palm. She moaned softly and reached for his lips, her free hand reaching behind his head to push him down on her.

Yuri closed his hand firmly against her soft breast and kissed down into her. His tongue wrestled with hers as she moaned into him. He pulled away from her violently and released her.

He looked at her as she looked up, eyes half closed, mouth half open. He took a deep breath and wiped his mouth with the back of her hand. “I’m sorry. I cannot pay your price,” he said. Her face lowered as her eyes flew opened in surprise. Yuri grimaced. Having nothing else to say, he walked out of her apartment. He rang for the elevator and stepped inside. Lucinda did not chase after him.

Back on the streets of Seattle, he walked for a few blocks until he hit the first coffin motel he found. The place featured an assortment of vending machines. He bought a pint of cheap whisky first. He opened it and downed it in large gulps. It burned on the way down, but did not upset his stomach. He exhaled loudly and wiped his mouth with his arm, tossing the bottle in a garbage can in the corner. He transferred the ten nuyen requested in another machine and rented one of the torpedo pods. His head began to spin from the quickly gulped hard liquor and it took him two tries to climb to his pod. He dropped heavily into it. He took out his commlink and tried dialing Soren. No answer. He tried messaging her, asking if she was there. He waited. His head spun and he felt himself losing consciousness. He texted “Sleeping in a pod, will be back tomorrow.” His fingers were getting numb. He dropped his commlink and sunk into sleep.










Yuri woke with a start, banging his head on the roof of the pod. His face contorted in pain. He had a hollow ache in the middle of his brain and nausea from having too much bile in his stomach. He looked at his commlink. He swore again. It was almost noon. He climbed out of his pod. He passed by a fat troll in suspenders in the vending machine hall. They exchanged nods. Yuri punched the machine for some soykaf.

“You look like you feel the way I look!” growled the troll, erupting into a throaty laugh. Yuri didn’t think that was especially clever and did not want to talk. He smiled and nodded at the pleasantry. He took his soykaf and headed out, raising a hand at the troll. “Have a better one!” said the troll in parting.

By the time Yuri reached the Halloweener hideout, he felt better physically but was in a foul mood. The main hall seemed to have been cleaned. Yuri shot a dark look at the front of the room. Two large black soot circles were visible where the tied prisoners had been, but nothing else remained. Many Halloweeners were sleeping in bedrolls arranged on top of mattresses in various state of decomposition. A few Halloweeners were seated around large cafeteria-style tables, chatting silently. The room smelled like burnt bacon and sweat. Yuri grimaced.

Church walked up to him. His facepaint had been recently reapplied, the lines and colors clean and fresh.

“Hey,” Church greeted Yuri in a low tone. Yuri nodded.

He turned his head in time to see Soren exit from a side room. Her eyes were puffy and red, and her hair was a tussled mess. She walked up to him. Yuri looked at her questionably. Her face suddenly caved into a violent frown.

“Did you fuck her? Huh?” She slapped him across the face. Yuri’s eyes bulged at the sudden pain and he open his mouth to stretch his jaw. He was about to reply calmly when she slapped him again. The smack was clearly heard in the room.

“You fucking pig,” she spit at him. “How fucking dare you. You think I need you? Huh?” she said, rising into a scream. Other Halloweeners had started to gather at the commotion, but most now were backing away amidst mutters of “Holy shit…” They’d happily watch someone getting burned alive, but the wrath of an angry girlfriend was too much for them. Church had also raised his hands and taken a few steps back, disengaging himself from any affiliation with the doomed man.

“I didn’t…” began Yuri, trying to get a word in as Soren continued spewing strings of rage at him. “Will you listen!?” he yelled, grabbing her hands so she’d stop beating at him. “I didn’t fuck her. I didn’t fuck anyone. Are you listening? Calm down!” he yelled at her.

She yelled back at him, “Fucking liar!”

“He didn’t fuck me,” came Lucinda’s gravelly voice. Soren and Yuri whipped around to see the lithe brunette standing in the doorway. She dropped two duffle bags at her sides. Lucinda’s face was pretty blank. She looked Soren up and down with a clear look of distaste. She did not look at Yuri.

Soren started some sort of protest, but Lucinda cut her off. “I don’t give a shit what you believe. We didn’t fuck. I came to drop this off. And I did. Church, I sent you the bill. Now, fuck all of you,” she said. She slid deep purple round-lensed sunglasses on her eyes, flipped everyone dual birds, turned, and left.

Yuri felt Soren slacken. He let go of her wrists. She looked down at the floor, miserable.

“Hey,” Yuri said. He lifted her chin with a finger. “Hey,” he repeated. “You and me. You and me,” he said softly to her. Her green eyes found his. She bit her lip and nodded.

She took a deep breath and brushed her eyes with her palms. “Yeah,” she breathed. “Mm-hmm.”

“Yeah?” asked Yuri.

“Mm-hm,” repeated Soren, nodding. “Yeah,” she affirmed. Some self-consciousness returned to her and she shyly threw side glances at the room. She laughed a little.

“Shiiiiit,” drawled out Church, shaking his head. Yuri shrugged, walked over to the duffel bags, and opened them. They were filled with electronic gizmos. Yuri shook his head, then took out items and started handing them to Soren. “Yeah, this is it,” she said. “This is all of it.”

Church sifted through the bags as well. He admired a few of the devices. “You sure you didn’t fuck her?” asked Church under his breath as he bent near Yuri’s ear to pick out more gear. Yuri threw him a dirty look. “Just asking, bro,” replied Church, slightest of smiles on his face.

“We move tonight,” said Yuri. Soren looked up from her stuff and nodded. Church stood and looked in the corner where Click was resting quietly. A Halloweener with painted black sockets for eyes and mouth was tending to Click. He met Church’s eyes with a grim look on his face. Church didn’t say anything.

They had Doc Sullivan come over. Yuri and Church found a quiet corner of the gang nest and projected a basic model plan of the warehouse and the surroundings, highlighting the job to the doc, and his part in it. “We’ll meet you here,” Yuri said, pointing to an out-of-the-way area, an abandoned school. “We’ll have our truck, but we’re gonna transfer right there to you. You’ll have another truck. We’ll unload the stuff to you. You get that stuff stored away as fast as you can, and then you come right back here and administer the medication to Click.”

Yuri studied the man’s face as the doc looked the plans over. His eyes were darting around, looking at the map. Yuri doubted the doc’s ability to come through. Plans didn’t always work out perfectly, there might be stresses, and there might be violence. The doc was a mixed bag. On one hand, he had a distracted kind of air that did not inspire comfort in regards to criminal endeavors, but on the other hand, Yuri saw in him an eagerness for this. There didn’t seem to be too much doubt that the doc was, fundamentally, a scumbag. Who else would serve as street doc to the infamously psychotic Halloweeners but a desperate or greedy man? But that was alright. Those were powerful motivators. Yuri didn’t care about a man’s reasons for anything. People did what they did to keep pushing on. Everyone did their best with what they were given.

The doc looked up at Yuri, the trid display reflected in his glasses. He met Yuri’s eyes and nodded. There was decision behind those eyes, firmness of ideas. This was not something Yuri had seen in the doc until now, but he took it as a good thing.

Church took one last look at the display and nodded, turning it off. “I’ll go brief the others. We’ll get ready.”

Sullivan was staring out into space. Yuri stood by patiently, shuffling his weight and clearing his throat. The doc looked up with a vague smile. “Well, I should be going then, make preparations as well,” he said. Yuri walked him to the door. “So, how long till you liquidate the goods, and what should be the earnings?” asked the street doc.

Sullivan’s lips moved soundlessly as he worked out the math and variables. “Well, if you bring everything you expect to and everything holds firm, given current market conditions and all involved, I believe your cut should add up to fifty or sixty. Fifty or sixty thousand nuyen. It’ll move quickly. My contacts will sell all the drugs in a matter of days.” His eyes swung up as he glanced at Yuri. “And we’ll get the stuff in the right hands, of course. It may be black market and profitable, but we will be doing good, Yuri. We will be doing good.” Sullivan smiled, the practiced and benevolent smile of the reassuring doctor. Yuri had no real opinion on that. There was no way to know who the doc was selling to. Not having lined up the buyers himself meant acknowledging that Yuri did not control where it went. It was fine. This time, it was not about good deeds. This time, it was about getting some nuyen. He and Soren were running out of funds, and that came first. Soren came first. He hoped the meds went to good causes, sure. But it was acceptable if it didn’t. Whatever the doc said about it, it didn’t matter. Not this time.

Yuri shook Sullivan’s hand and watched him leave. The rest of the day passed quietly. Halloweeners were generally nocturnal. During the day, the nest was a morose place. Several gangers slept in sleeping bags all around the place. Some went about toiletries quietly, brushing teeth. Yuri had noticed that Halloweeners went to the bathroom without closing the door. It didn’t seem to bother anyone. Right now, one guy was taking a dump, reading what looked like a comic book on a public ARO. Another ganger passed by and they casually saluted each other. Across the room, Yuri spied Rag Doll’s distinctive purple and black tresses. She was having sex with someone, an intimate back-and-forth grind. Others nearby paid no attention. One Halloweener was calmly cleaning a gun right next to them.

They truly did live closely. There was plenty of room in the warehouse they used as a hideout; they probably could have spread out more. But nobody seemed to want that. They lived in a type of friendship far more intimate than most other people would ever know. Even in the army, where an approximation of the Halloweener’s close social confines existed, it wasn’t quite the same.

Yuri thought about all the contradictions. He didn’t know if he’d ever forgive them all, the Halloweeners as a whole, for that act of barbarism with the First Nation prisoners. How could he reconcile that monstrosity with the elements of friendliness and admirable free-spiritedness he also knew from them?

He and Soren spent the day amongst the Halloweeners. Yuri helped a ganger with the unlikely name of Marvin take some weapons out of their stores and perform some maintenance on them. Marvin, an elf, sported a very elaborate demonic skull face paint. On top of his greyish, sharp-chinned skull were tribal patterns. His pale blue cybereyes glowed softly from blackened sockets. They talked about weapons. Marvin was an aficionado, eager to ask technical questions about the Red Army-issued firearms Yuri had experience with. Meanwhile, Yuri saw Soren meet up with Rag Doll, post-tryst, and help her re-apply her trademark makeup.

“What’s with you guys and the face painting?” Yuri asked Marvin after a time.

“It’s very important, omae. That, and our burns.”

“Burns?” questioned Yuri. At this, Marvin tugged at his leather jacket and revealed his sides, which were rippled with the typical scarring of third-degree burning.

“We’re all burned, all of us. It’s a rite. We all go to the fire and let it lick at our skin. Some just get the burns from the initiation, but others … many, I guess. Anyone that’s been here long enough. Those, they get more and more burned.” He shrugged, cleaning a rifle. “Halloweeners and fire. Moths and flames. We and the fire are the same.”

There was a pause. Yuri did not ask for more. Marvin sounded like he understood himself perfectly, but it wasn’t quite a perfect explanation to Yuri.

“And the face paint?”

“It’s just part of our identity. Everyone picks a paint. Simple, complex. Colorful or not. It gets worked on and refined as time goes by. Some change entirely. But eventually, you find your face. It’s yours. Nobody else’s. We carry fire on our bodies, and we carry death on our faces. That’s a Halloweener.”

Yuri nodded. He looked back at Soren and Rag Doll. They giggled as they played around with the makeup. Soren looked like she was having fun painting Rag Doll’s face. There was no sign of Wes the whole day. After asking, Yuri was informed Wes and a handful of his closest followers had gone to string up the burnt remains of “that First Nation slitch and limp-dick fuck” where other First Nation would find them. They’d then most likely crashed at another Halloweener nest elsewhere in the city.

As daylight turned orange and the night started laying out its cards, all the Halloweeners participating in the raid made sure their makeup was perfect. Then they armed themselves. Most of the gang members were being scattered between the warehouse and the exchange spot with the doc, ready as backup should it be needed. Overall, the operation was only utilizing a fraction of the total gang. Most went about whatever business they had planned that evening. Click’s life signs were faint. Privately, Yuri wasn’t sure the medicine would be sufficient at this point, but he did not mention it. Church had held his brother’s limp hand and spoken softly to him before joining up. He looked somber and lost in thought. Soren and Yuri exchanged glances.

The three of them bumped into Lucinda as they headed out. Church nodded to her. She cocked her head at Yuri and Soren.

“Thanks for the gear,” Soren said first, in friendly tone.

“You’re welcome,” the brunette answered flatly. Yuri met Lucinda’s eyes. They looked at each other for a few heartbeats. “Hope you know what you’re doing,” she said to him. Yuri didn’t answer.

Halloweeners had stolen some vehicles for everyone to use. The interior dashboards of the vehicles were shredded, as the mechanically inclined members of the Halloweeners had crudely torn out tracking and kill chips. Aesthetics had not been a concern. Keeping the controls fully functional didn’t seem to have mattered, either. The damage caused the AR overlay controls of the car to flicker and fade out intermittently. Church looked at the controls, then at Yuri, who was driving.

“You good?”

Yuri curled the corner of his lips and shrugged. “No worse than most cars in Russia.”

Aside from one near-miss when the controls flickered off mid-turn, they reached the warehouse in good time. Picking a blind spot near the outer fence, they quickly unpacked their gear. All three had secondhand stealth suits. The active camouflage technology was a little off, so the invisibility effect was flawed but still far superior to going in without the suits. Soren tucked the various devices she would be using into hidden pockets. She slid her commlink, the hub of all her devices, down the collar of the form-fitting suit, tucking it between her breasts. She saw him spying on her and winked at him. Yuri cocked an eyebrow and they both smiled. The form-fitting material hugged Soren’s hips and round butt rather alluringly. Yuri forced his mind back into the moment, one last thought lingering on a vision of how sweet the celebration with Soren would be after the job was completed.

“All right,” said Church, and they all nodded in turn. Church turned on the high-power jammer that came from Lucinda’s stash. Yuri clipped a hole in the fence surrounding the lot and, heavy cutters in hand, pulled hard to roll one side of the fence aside, making an easy opening for Soren.

Yuri frowned when Soren did not immediately blitz through as expected. He shot her a “what’s the matter” look, but saw her eyes were gleaming, and she had a huge grin on her face. He realized she was ecstatic. The thief had purpose again. She jumped up and ran to the opening, stopping to squeeze Yuri’s face hard with her palms and give him a tongue-filled, air-sucking kiss for a second before running out into the yard. Yuri quivered a little before looking embarrassingly in Church’s direction. Church was unperturbed, his skull face glowering at the facility. Yuri cleared his throat and reminded himself that, for Church, this was about his brother’s life.

Yuri picked up his assault rifle. “Let’s get into position,” he said calmly. Church lowered his head and readied his own rifle before looking back up at Yuri with ardent determination.

They quickly ran to their pre-arranged overwatch spots. Through the fence, they could already see that security was agitated. The jammer wasn’t subtle and, to any seasoned security detail, would hint at imminent attack—somewhere, somehow. A Lone Star sergeant—this was apparently one of the private contracts the Texas security company still held in the city—had run out into the courtyard and was gesturing at other guards who had run up within vocal range. In the shadows on the far side, Yuri saw the shadow-against-darkness shape of Soren darting across the no-man’s land, quickly reaching a side door. She crouched and went to work with a gizmo to open the maglock. Yuri saw a drone hover nearby. He hoped it would pass, but he shouldered his rifle and took aim anyway. Little lights on the saucer went from green to red, and it shook as if angry. The jamming made it impossible for it to wirelessly sound the alarm, so it must have been cycling through protocols. Yuri aimed carefully. His finger gently squeezed the rifle’s trigger just as the drone lit up a bright white spotlight on Soren. The spotlight barely flashed on as Yuri’s shot hit the drone, instantly causing sparks to shoot out of its joints and ports as it fell to the ground with a metallic clatter. Soren looked in surprise behind her, registered the fallen drone, then looked approximately where she knew Yuri would be. Without wasting further time to signal a thank-you, she moved with precision and opened the door, slinking into the building.

“Nice work on the drone,” Church said quietly. Yuri nodded. Lucinda had given them some APDS rounds. Such ammunition was rare on the streets, but he had to admit they did impressive work.

Church snorted and took aim at the guards. “Let the distraction commence,” he said grimly. He then shot a round right into the temple of one of the Lone Star guards. The guard had been cautiously edging towards the downed drone. The guard’s head snapped to the side with the force of the round’s impact. The helmet resisted the round, but it was obvious the guard’s neck was broken. With some surprise, Yuri noticed the guard was a woman when long, dark hair spilled out from under the loosened helmet. She fell unceremoniously to the ground. The other guards jumped and scattered to take cover. One picked a bad spot, so Yuri planted a round in the front of his neck. The guard clutched his throat and fell forward, life draining out of him as he choked uselessly. The remaining guards opened fire in their general direction. It was general return fire, not any sort of aimed shooting. Church and Yuri hunkered down.

“Guy on the left—I’ll flush him, you take him,” said Church. With commendable disregard for the bullets flying around them, Church popped his head up and fired a few shots. The shots caused the targeted guard to duck and move a little, exposing a knee to Yuri’s angle. Yuri immediately took the shot. It was an ugly hit; the round blew off a chunk of bloody meat and shattered the kneecap. The guard roared a desperate cry of agony. Yuri could have finished the guard, but didn’t take the shot.

“What are you doing man? Finish him,” hissed Church.

Yuri shook his head. “No, better this way. He’s making noise and unnerving the others. Better for us this way.”

Church raised his eyebrows at Yuri. “That’s some cold-ass Russian shit, man.”

Yuri wasn’t listening to Church’s reply, scanning the area through his rifle scope to gauge the state of things. The guards seemed to be neutralized at this point, hunkered down with nowhere to go. According to the timetable, Soren would be ready soon.

“Set up the smartgun and let’s head down,” he said.

While Yuri took a few more shots just for good measure, Church took out their smart firing platform, fitted an assault rifle onto it, and patted Yuri on the back when it was done. The Halloweener then popped a bunch of smoke grenades into the yard, quickly cut the fence, and ran over. Yuri sighted as long as he could before the smoke obscured everything and then joined the ganger. He heard some shouts from the guards, probably figuring it was now safe to move. He then heard a few brutal bursts from the smart platform. Yuri and Church crossed the yard without any trouble from the pinned guards.

With impeccable timing, they reached a loading bay with a truck attached to it just as Soren slipped out from the space between the truck’s trailer and the bay opening. Her chameleon suit made her appear in purples and blues as if a gasoline stain floated in the air. She turned her suit off and greeted them, out of breath. “I’ve got the picker drones loading the truck with a couple crates of good stuff. Our meds mostly, and whatever else I could get. They’ll be done in a minute. We good on the outside?”

Yuri and Church said, “Yeah,” at the same time.

“Cops will be on the way by now, but our boys will be engaging them. We have time,” Church elaborated.

“Wish we could comm them,” said Yuri. The jammer made everything except face-to-face communication impossible. Church smiled and pointed off into the distance. It was hard to see in the night sky, but Yuri saw the column of smoke Church had spotted.

“Don’t worry, brother. Halloweeners aren’t afraid of some pigs,” Church bragged with a dark smile.

Soren, who’d gone back inside to check on things, came bounding back.

“Okay!” she proclaimed, inviting the men to follow her with a wiggle of her fingers. They all jumped into the truck’s tractor unit. Soren hooked another piece of gear into the truck’s dashboard and, moments later, the engine rumbled to life and they drove out of the loading bay.

As the truck shuddered and picked up momentum, plowing through the warehouse gate, they crossed the section where the guards were still engaged. Three were hunkered down behind cover. They looked at the truck and realized what was happening and opened fire. One had enough gumption left to yell, “Hey! Stop right there!”

Church reached across Yuri and Soren and stuck his head and arm out the driver-side window.

“Suck on this motherfraggers!” he roared. Yuri heard the thoomp of a gas-propelled grenade, followed by an explosion. Church settled back into his seat, satisfied.

“What?” he asked as Yuri and Soren gave him silent, questioning stares. He cracked open his small grenade launcher and packed in a new fist-sized round.

They swiftly made their way down to the exchange point, passing one of their stand-by squad on the way. The burning shell of a Knight Errant patrol car, pieces of it scattered all around the intersection, lay there. A second car behind it was riddled with bullets, its windshield an opaque mess of spiderweb cracks. Three dead officers lay on the ground. Two Halloweeners had a brother sitting against the orange brick wall of the nearby building and were bandaging his torso. There wasn’t much blood, so it didn’t look serious. The gangers all waved their guns in the air as they recognized the trio in the truck. One last Halloweener, face painted all black except for white eyes and mouth, had a fourth cop kneeling in front of him, hands behind his head. Joining the others in celebration, he put the barrel of his Warhawk to the top of his prisoner’s head and fired. The large caliber handgun round caused a geyser of blood and brain matter to shoot up and cover the ganger in gore. He whooped in delight as the executed policeman’s near-headless corpse toppled forward.

Soren blanched and batted her eyes quickly at Yuri, mouth open. Yuri did not react, though he did subtly look at Church. The Halloweener seemed distracted and unbothered. Yuri inhaled slowly and deeply, discreetly patting Soren’s thigh.

They approached the drop-off point in short order. Yuri remembered how convenient it was to work with a whole organization. As he had experienced in his Vory days, it was amazing what crimes and violence it was easy to get away with when a whole group worked as one. The Halloweener stand-by teams had no problem ambushing and driving back any pursuit and then disappearing into the night, before police backup could arrive to combat the blockades. The cops were outgunned by the psychopathic gangers, who were armed with military-level weaponry and a penchant for immolating their enemies. The cops would decide the fight wasn’t worth it.

The trio in their truck quickly reached the lot where the exchange was to take place. It was a U-shaped nook created by the brick walls of an abandoned grade school. The derelict building was covered in graffiti, mostly obscene comments and crude drawings of penises. For a budding teenager, defacing the school walls was likely a rite of passage, an act of rebellion against the blind obedience of their younger selves. As they left the age of innocence and were brutalized by their entry into the real world, they would cry out against a past that had lied to them. Kids had to toughen quickly, and one way of doing that was turning against those that had done them no favors by sheltering them.

Yuri, being a stranger to this city, had not picked the location. His brow furrowed and he absently stared into space, his breathing deep and regular as the truck backed into the enclosed area. The school triggered thoughts of his lost child. After so many years, it never stopped hurting. It was a dry, dusty skeletal hand that closed its talons around his heart. He was practiced at pushing it away, at simply not thinking about it, but images sometimes forced their way into his mind unbidden, like a gang of drunken thugs kicking open the door to his bedroom and cruelly laughing as they tore his life apart.

Soren’s index finger ever so slightly touched the back of his hand. Yuri blinked and looked at her. His jaw was set, and his fist were clenched. Her eyebrow gently motioned, her green eyes sparkling at him. She gazed into him. He moved his hand slightly, a minute caress against her finger. He un-tensed by degrees under her love.

The truck was parked. Doc Sullivan’s box van was behind them, ready for the exchange. The street doc was standing outside, holding his arms around himself for warmth. He was dressed in a pale grey parka with a red-and-black brand insignia on the arm. The coat was several decades out of fashion.

The trio jumped out of the truck, each landing with a scrape of boot. Church walked with purpose to the back of the truck and unlocked the latch, opening it. He then crossed over to the box van, readying to open it as well. Soren leaned against the right side of the truck, also hugging her arms around herself for warmth, while Yuri stood on the left side. Yuri nodded at the street doc. The man was shaking, rubbing his arms very quickly. He smiled very enthusiastically back at Yuri, laughing a little. His eyes darted all over, between the truck, Church, Soren, and Yuri, and he kept chuckling. Yuri scowled at him. Was he high on drugs? A habit would not be out of the man’s character, though Yuri found his timing to indulge unprofessional. Unless …

“Wait,” Yuri said tentatively to Church. The Halloweener turned his head to look at Yuri, just as he slid up the back door of the box truck.

It all happened in a second. Yuri saw it and saw Church himself see it in the corner of his eye, but it was too late for them. The first blast took Church in the upper body, blowing him a half-meter backwards before he tumbled rigidly. Two more blasts came at roughly the same time. Yuri was leaning backwards in an attempt to use the flank of the truck as cover. Half the pellets bounced off the trailer’s side, but half still hit him. Little balls like spit-paper discharged electricity into his body. His vision narrowed into a band blurring at the edges into white and red. His breathing stopped as his muscles stopped responding to cortical commands. He slumped to the ground. He was still conscious but no part of his body worked. He gasped inefficiently for air, all focus diverted on just getting his diaphragm to work properly.

He witnessed the scene, though full understanding would only come later as he played it back in his mind. Their assailants were dressed in deep blue armored vests and black chinos, bearing a multitude of wood, ivory, and plume jewelry. But their identities were given away by their fierce warpaint. First Nation gangers, their faces painted like vengeful ghosts, jumped out of the back of the box truck. There were several, and they split themselves between their downed opponents. Two came to check on Yuri and smiled when they saw he was conscious but spasming uselessly, gasping for air like a fish out of water. One whooped sharply, and they all joined in. They ululated short, bursting, aggressive sounds, a single note that rang sharply, repeated over and over. Two First Nation gangers grabbed Church under the arms and lifted him. A third one hurriedly slung his shotgun and grabbed Church’s feet to assist in tossing him into the box van. Yuri then saw two more grab an unconscious Soren and hoist her to do the same.

Before they tossed her, another First Nation ganger, wearing many feathers and with his face fully painted red except for two black beads under his left eye, stopped them. He looked down at Yuri, and made sure he had his eye contact. His face contorted into a wry lopsided grin as he shoved a hand into Soren’s hair and pulled savagely, her lolling head up. He stuck out his tongue and licked the side of her face, from her chin to right under her eye, inhaling sharply as he did. He pushed Soren’s head back to the side and the rest of the gangers finished tossing her in. The red-faced ganger then crouched on his heels next to Yuri. Rage had overcome any reason and the Russian was striving ineffectively to shout and lunge at them. All he succeeded in doing was articulating his lips and coughing out wet spittle. The First Nation brave placed his shotgun against Yuri’s face and smiled. He raised his index finger to his own cheekbone, tapping there. Through his impotent rage Yuri finally realized there was a message there. He focused and saw, underneath the paint, the mark of a fresh wound. Why would Yuri care if—and then he realized. He looked at the scar and looked at the face grinning viciously down at him. One of the First Nation from the alley. Yuri had shot a bullet in return fire. It had grazed a ganger, missed blowing off his face by a hair.

The ganger saw the registration he had been waiting for. He got up and spoke a short burst in some savage language. Immediately, Yuri felt a kick against his spine, then one in his stomach, a stomp on his hand, breaking fingers, and finally a jack-booted kick to his face that ended consciousness.










Yuri woke up with a single cry. He was left with unclear memories of a nightmare. No images, just a sense of dark, thick snakes of oily smoke slithering through his insides. His left hand was bandaged around metal splints holding three of his fingers together. Pain reported in as his brain pinged his various limbs and organs. He gasped inarticulately.

“Whoa there,” said a voice he did not recognize, a hand trying to push him back down as his body shot up. He was bandaged but little other medical care had been, or likely could be, provided. The person trying to push him back down was some Halloweener; Yuri did not recognize the face paint. Yuri swatted angrily and powerfully enough to get a serious look of reproach from the ganger.

“Move it, shit-for-brains,” came Lucinda’s voice, shoving the ganger aside as she came up to the bed, alerted by the commotion.

“Where’s Soren?” was the first thing out of Yuri’s mouth. He could not remember anything after the kick to his face, but he could guess at much of the events. Halloweeners found him, brought him back, bandaged him, and hoped he wouldn’t die from his injuries—or something like that. It wasn’t important. What mattered was Soren.

Lucinda’s brown eyes stared at him for two seconds. There was some emotion in them and some indecision. Yuri didn’t have time for the girl’s feelings right now.

“Lucinda, I—” he began, though she apparently resolved whatever internal conflict she was going through without needing further prompting.

“They are holding her and Church in a place south of here. It’s an ambush. A clear invitation. They made sure we knew where to find them and who they got. You’re part of the message.” Her eyes looked him up and down, softening.

“I’m going after them,” Yuri said. His muscles ached, every movement feeling like he was receiving a beating all over again, and sharp pains indicated there were definitely broken bones, at the least. He jumped out of bed anyway. He grabbed the useless Halloweener that had tended him by the collar, the leather creaking in his fist.

“Show me where the guns are,” he growled. The ganger’s eyes were large and he pointed to a door just a few meters away. Yuri started to get his bearings in regards to the hangout again, remembering where everything was. He nodded, set his jaw, and stumbled his way to the arms locker.

He bumped into Wes and other fully painted-up Halloweener followers. Wes’s huge, glimmering eyes beamed at him.

“Well, look who it is! Happy to see you! You joining us for the hunt? Good man!” he proclaimed joyfully. Yuri grabbed him by the vest. The ganger instinctively fought him, the smile instantly dropping from his face. Wicked violence flashed in his eyes. The two men strained against each other.

“This wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t burned them alive,” growled and huffed Yuri. He wanted to beat the little shit to a pulp right there. His biceps bulged as he held the punk up to his face. Wes sneered at him.

“I didn’t do shit they didn’t start first. You really fucking think you can blame me for this shit, old man, you better think again,” hissed Wes. The other Halloweeners had all closed around them but were holding back on intervening, though their faces were laden with hostility.

“Now get the fuck off me,” the Halloweener warned. Yuri narrowed his eyes and squared his mouth, breathing rapidly through his teeth.

“Hey!” intervened Lucinda. Her lithe little hands picked at each fist that held the other. Wes and Yuri pushed at each other, separating. Wes’s face was a sneer, his eyes shining wetly. He scoffed at Yuri and looked at Lucinda.

“Little cunt,” he shot at her vengefully.

Lucinda gave him a hard shove. 

“Fuck off!” she said sharply back, chin raised and eyes hot. That was that, and the gangers resumed arming themselves. Yuri looked down at Lucinda. He was about to say something, probably as mean as Wes, not quite appreciating her intervention either. She cut him off.

“Save it. You want to get yourself shot, that’s fine by me. Though maybe you want to actually save your girlfriend before you do, so you’d better realize you can’t do this alone. Wes is a piece of shit psycho. He isn’t going there to rescue anyone, get it?” Her face drew nearer to Yuri’s, forcing him to look into her eyes. Yuri furiously kept her stare out of defiance, but as his blood cooled down he realized what she was saying. He glanced back at the Halloweener war party. Not going to rescue anyone. He looked back at Lucinda.

“He’s just going to fight,” he said, understanding. “Doesn’t care about the hostages … but what about Church? He’s one of them,” Yuri said.

“No. He doesn’t care. Life is cheap here. Wes is going to kill First Nation—that’s it. He’s already assumed Soren and Church are dead or will die in the fighting, if he even gave it that much thought. He just doesn’t care, Yuri.”

Yuri understood and cooled down. He looked at Lucinda again. Her brown eyes stared into his, flickering. She broke her stare purposely, looking to the side. She reached and slapped a large-caliber Ruger revolver in Yuri’s hand. Yuri closed his fist around the weapon. His fingers brushed against Lucinda’s. Yuri let the touch linger. Her eyebrows raised, then lowered with a frown, cocking her head at Yuri. Her eyes trembled slightly.

“Thank you,” Yuri said.

“Yeah …,” she breathed with a tone of resignation. “Whatever,” she added, her posture purposely cooling back into bitch-mode.

Yuri smiled slightly and quickly finished dressing, throwing on an armor vest and some spare Halloweener leathers. He caught up to the Halloweener group as they boarded armored-up pickup trucks, and jumped in the back of one of the last ones leaving. None of the gangers protested.

It wasn’t a long drive. The warehouse was a three-story derelict sitting awkwardly between Downtown and Tacoma, not quite close to the shore. Faded signs insinuated that it had once been a mattress factory decades ago, had become an abandoned building when the mattress thing died, then been picked up by ambitious or desperate real-estate revivalists who had tried to turn it into small business and artist lofts. It probably struggled for a few years, getting by with low occupancy, until finally the speculators gave up and abandoned the building once again. For the past decade or so, a procession of petty street gangs had occupied it as the main hub for their drug and BTL operations. Junkie squatters were huddled in the lower levels, shitting themselves, lost in their high. It was thoroughly spray-painted over. Everything remotely salvageable—glass windows, copper wires, any kind of electronics—had been stripped. The building was now just an empty shell of plywood and concrete.

The Halloweener troop stood in a single line, assessing the building with a great deal of seriousness. One would occasionally point to something and murmur some comment, others agreeing. Yuri was looking with curious concern at the gangers more than the building, seeing what they were going to do. He dared to hope they were going to storm the building in a professional manner using hitherto hidden close-quarters combat tactical knowledge.

“All right,” announced Wes, in a tone that sounded like someone concluding a lively debate, rather than a silent staredown. “Let’s get the gasoline.”

In a flash, the gangers all turned lively and excited, a few running right away for the trucks. “Wait!” yelled Yuri. They all stopped and looked at him.

“What about the prisoners? What about Church?” Yuri remembered what Lucinda had said, but standing there, right in front of the building, he couldn’t believe it would really play out without any concern for their lives.

“They can use the fire as cover to escape,” proposed Wes, almost a question. He looked at the other Halloweeners, and a couple confirmed that made sense to them.

“They’ll be tied up. How’s that going to work? You’ll suffocate them with the smoke.”

Wes seemed to think about this for a second. He grimaced and shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he spat dismissively. He sneered but then his eyebrows raised. “I know! Why don’t you go in and get them out, while we distract them with covering fire?”

That seemed a drastic and far too easy change in Yuri’s favor. His eyes surveyed the assembled gangers, who were all waiting for this strategic discussion to end to know what to do.

“Well, yes, that would be ideal.” A smile grew on Wes’s face.

Yuri worked his jaw, his abdomen muscles tightening. “All right then,” he said tentatively.

Wes nodded once. “We’ll set up the heavy weaponry right in front here and light them up, while you go in the side and work your way up. Sounds good?”

“Sounds excellent,” Yuri confirmed coolly, unsure of exactly what was going to happen despite what was being said. He didn’t know the Halloweeners to be deliberate liars.

“All right,” sing-songed Wes. “Off you go, then. Boys, place the guns here and here and light ’em up.” RPK machineguns, black-metal barrels encased in red-brown wooden handles and stocks were hefted out and mounted on barrels and cinder blocks. Yuri jogged towards the building. Some squatters, those whose minds were not completely fried, fled the building, the obvious imminent attack piercing through their junkie minds to trigger basic instincts of self-preservation. Yuri could see plenty more shapes, lumps like human-sized turds, lying against the walls. Junkies, some probably dead, others too fried to concern themselves with their physical bodies. Embers in barrel fires guttered just above the point of extinguishment.

Yuri moved from cover to cover as he closed the distance to the building for his assault. The Halloweeners were holding back fire. Nothing to shoot at yet, frankly. There was no sign of any First Nation members, aside from gang tags. As he made his final sprint ahead, his peripheral vision caught movement above him. Instinct made him abruptly break his course and leap sideways, just as a loud triple crack ripped through the air. Instantly, the Halloweeners responded with overwhelming return fire. They had at least three machine gunners, with everyone else having assault rifles. They opened up instantly, all at the same spot, saturating the area. Bits of plywood and pellets of concrete rained down from the building above Yuri. Then, all along the building, muzzle flashes sparked as the First Nation responded. In the span of a second, the night was filled with the sound of so much automatic fire that there was nothing else to be heard. Nobody was paying attention to Yuri anymore, so he got up and sprinted to the bottom level. He entered through a double doorframe, the doors long ago disappeared.

On Yuri’s right was, handily enough, a staircase. It was pitch black in the all-concrete body of the stairwell. Yuri jumped into it anyway. The floor felt chipped and uneven, deep gouges in the concrete stairs threatening to trip him as he blindly went up. As he wheeled, about to jump out into the second level, a ball of thin flame whooshed in front of his face. The building shook, the sharp heat of the fireball rolled across the clammy, sweat-cooled skin of his face. His nostrils filled with the acrid, greasy scent of burnt hair. He recoiled back and whipped an arm over his face, leaving it there a second to let the leather of his sleeve cool his face down. He coughed out, his throat singed by the burning air. Stabilized, he hurried up the stairs to take stock of the situation. The floor beyond the staircase held numerous small pockets of flame quickly growing before Yuri’s gaze, slowly expanding to join forces and become one. At the core of this blaze was a ball of white light, sparkling and spitting fire in every direction, feeding the blaze. Yuri shielded his eyes from the blinding white light, grimacing and looking away. A hole about the size of a basketball had been punched through the plywood next to the stairwell. He risked a glance outside. He saw at least three Halloweener rocket teams in various stages of reloading their tubes. “Fucking incendiary rocket launchers,” Yuri growled to himself. Supporting fire. Of course. Nothing in Wes’s plan had changed. To their partial, minimal credit, the Halloweeners weren’t actively trying to kill Yuri.

A grind of boot against ground, followed by the floppy thumps of feet against concrete made Yuri bring his head out of the hole in the wall and whip back towards the stairs. A First Nation ganger, dressed in blue and black, wide blue band painted across his face cheekbones to brow, was running down the stairs from the third floor. His eyes were wide and his posture bunched. He nearly jumped as he bounded out the stairs at full speed and unexpectedly saw Yuri. The blinding white incandescence from the burning incendiary payload splashed the ganger in dramatic light, sharp angular shadows defining his face. The Russian pulled the trigger of his Ruger twice. The ganger’s feet lifted off the ground as his legs went forward and his body was blown backward, and he crashed down heavily. He didn’t move at all. Yuri had likely blown a chunk of his spine out. Yuri sniffed and his nose filled with an eye-watering combination of grainy wood smoke mixed with an acid chemical smell. He lost no more time and ran up. Reaching the third floor, he heard and felt a new round of whooshing explosions, though no fireball exploded in his immediate vicinity.

He emerged into a long hallway lined with doors. Right in front was a cleanly, deliberately drawn First Nation gang logo next to some other gang’s. The other gang must have been a fief gang slaved to the First Nation, most likely the ones actually running the operation here. The tags were splattered with blood. Another First Nation brave, or what remained of him, was crumpled right under the logo. That would have been the first shooter onto which the Halloweeners directed three machine guns and several assault rifles. His legs, torso, and head were torn apart, leaving a bloody lump of flesh. Bone fragments mixed with spilled organs, chunks of wet meat, and brain matter. Yuri clenched his jaw and depersonalized it. He’d seen plenty of this sort of stuff throughout his adult life. The last few years had their own problems, but at least he’d stopped seeing this kind of shit. He found that he still knew how to deal with it, though. He legged over the shredded human and headed down the corridor, listening attentively. His cyberears’ hearing augmentation still worked well enough. He’d found Soren with them once; he’d find her again. That thought brought in the association of a bloody and bruised Soren, the way he’d first found her in that car trunk back in Vladivostok. The thought of her being hurt like that made him involuntarily grind his teeth. His mind blanked of everything else. He became empty of all save animal instinct and battle tactics. He followed what at first was faint sounds, but quickly grew into discernible human voices. He reached a final door and peeked just enough to get a look into the room.

It was a large, partitioned room. The front of the room, the side being assaulted by the Halloweeners, was a raging blaze. Flames licked the walls and spread onto the ceiling and out the windows, flickering violently and thickly out into the night air. The flames were aggressively spreading to the rest of the building, and a thin but deadly veil of smoke made everything hazy. One First Nation member was on the floor, lying in a pool of his own blood. Three gangers were crouched at the back of the room, where Soren and Church were held up by chains. The prisoners were uncomfortably standing on tiptoes, the chains wrapped around their necks holding most of their weight. They were literally a millimeter away from death, their feet struggling to push up on their toes, desperately trying to relieve the choking strain on their necks. They made strained sucking and gurgling noises as they fought for breath.

The three First Nation gangers were arguing. They used a sort of cityspeak that heavily dipped into what must have been Native American languages, only occasionally slipping into English. Between body language, tone, and gesturing, Yuri got the sense the gangers wanted to bail. They’d been taken by surprise by the psychotic ferocity of the vengeful Halloweeners, which was not a prisoner rescue. Even on the streets, such a disregard for a gang brother’s life was hard to conceive. Macho honor would have dictated that, in reversed position, the First Nation would have walked into the ambush but attempted a rescue. The First Nation had counted on this bravado to carry the Halloweeners into a proper ambush. The First Nation could then have fought defensively and shot up handfuls of their hated rivals. But this scorched-earth attack had not been expected.

Yuri saw that one of the three gangers was the red-faced one from the alley, a lieutenant. He was angrily putting the others in their place. He gestured at Church and Soren and made a universally understandable sign, dragging his thumb across his throat as he spat out words in his ugly guttural dog tongue. Following this, one of the gangers drew a sort of hatchet—a tomahawk, Yuri guessed—with little ceremony and advanced on the prisoners without hesitation.

Yuri made his move. He wheeled and braced his shoulder against the door frame, leveling his revolver with both hands. The red-faced leader must have been wired, for in that fraction of a second he saw Yuri and reacted, wheeling and dodging behind the far wall. Yuri’s first shot hit the First Nation brave wielding the tomahawk in the temple. His head exploded in a semi-circular arc of blood and brain. Yuri’s second round went where the First Nation leader should have been, if Yuri hadn’t been too slow to adjust. Yuri began the motion to point his gun towards the third warrior, but realized he’d never finish the move. He abandoned and instead threw himself into a rolling dodge to his right. The deafening tri-shot from a submachine gun, with no subsequent pain, told him he’d done the right thing. Emerging from his roll, he brought his gun up to where he thought the ganger should be—having lost sight of him as he rolled—and fired without further aiming. Too slow, again. The ganger had moved into a low crouch and was no longer where Yuri was aiming. Yuri was in the open and had no cover choices, so he ran. It would have been an adequate maneuver, if it weren’t for the fact it put Soren and Church’s bodies between him and the shooter. His reptilian combat mind had egotistically registered the masses as cover, before higher senses made him realized this was a mistake. The First Nation fired a spray after Yuri. Rather than cross the whole room, Yuri was forced to abruptly stop as he reached Church. It was all or nothing, so as the First Nation trained his automatic fire after him, Yuri put himself right behind Church, extended his arm out, and fired repeatedly at the ganger. The First Nation ganger’s face concaved in a grimace of pain as a round hit him in the chest with the force of a high-velocity concrete baseball. As he was recoiling in pain, finger still on the trigger, the ganger’s trailing fire reached Yuri. Church took two rounds in the abdomen. One flew clean threw him, trailing blood, and the other went through Church and into Yuri’s arm.

The First Nation fell, dropping his weapon. Yuri took a step forward for a better angle and fired a round into the down-but-not-out ganger’s face, just as the ganger cried out and raised a hand in a useless effort to avert the shot. The shot carved his face in half.

Without pausing, Yuri rushed to the chains holding Soren and Church and released them both. They collapsed like boneless masses, coughing and gasping. The air at the lowest levels against the floor was less toxic, wisps of clean oxygen still available amidst the smoke. Soren and Church sucked at them, lips kissing the floorboards, gasping. Yuri shot a wary glance in the direction of the fled First Nation lieutenant, but there was no sign of an impending counter-attack. He grabbed Soren’s face and caressed it with one hand. Her face was covered in a film of black soot. Her tears carved clean streaks as they rolled down her face. She gasped but nodded at him, pointing a finger at Church as a coughing fit seized her. Yuri switched and checked Church. He was alive, gritting his teeth in pain. He tried to speak but coughed like an rheumatic old man. Yuri tried to place a hand on his chest to calm him, to get him to save his strength. Church’s stubborn will to speak broke through anyway.

“You used me as a fucking shield,” he gurgled out, full of reproach and insulted. Yuri smiled somewhat sheepishly, taking the Halloweener’s feistiness as a good sign.

“Come on, can you walk?” Yuri asked. “Hold on,” he then said, pausing his own plan. He first took the needed few seconds to break open his revolver, shake out the spent cartridges, and load new ones. Then he aided Soren to stand by having her lean on his shoulder while he focused all his strength on helping Church up to walk. Church roared out in pain, his cry sharpening into a sound of rage-fueled determination as he humped himself out of the room.

Soren wasn’t too bad off. Every step for Church was agony and effort, and they had many, many steps to take.

“God dammit,” muttered Yuri, gritting his teeth, as he tried to awkwardly support Church’s weight. He needed to keep his sole uninjured arm free to wield his gun, in case they bumped into more trouble, but this was the hand with the broken fingers. It was plain to see this wasn’t working.

“Give me the gun,” wheezed Church. Yuri handed him the revolver. They shifted. Church passed his left arm over Yuri’s shoulders for support, his right one holding the gun, with Yuri fully dedicating his strength to holding up the Halloweener. Soren tried to help hold up Church, as well. The amalgamated trio thus proceeded somewhat faster down the corridor.

As they neared the stairwell, a long burst of machine gun fire erupted, bullets punching through the thin outer shell of the warehouse. The trio inelegantly folded onto the floor as bullets wildly pierced the walls all around them. The flurry ended.

“What the fuck are they shooting at?!” exclaimed Church angrily. Yuri’s first furious thought of the psychotic Halloweeners indiscriminately spraying fire everywhere turned to ice in his gut as, seconds later, the red-face First Nation lieutenant, screaming with all his rage, broke bodily right through a fire-and-bullet-weakened wall and crashed on top of the group.

Church screamed in pain as the new mass crashed down on his shot-up chest. Yuri punched, hit, kneed, and pushed with all his might at the First Nation lieutenant, who largely did the same in return, in an unsynchronized, animalistic roar of close-combat frenzy. Yuri started putting more definition into his moves, organizing his hits into the type of combat he learned in the army. His bandaged left hand hampered his fighting, but he knew how to compensate for it.

Yuri savagely went for the eyes, forcing his opponent into defensive swats. Yuri managed to work a thumb in and pushed into the soft tissue of an eye. The ganger made a roar that turned into a shriek of pain. The score, however came at a cost: Yuri had overextending himself. The First Nation got a palm in and shoved hard, pushing Yuri a good meter away, completely destabilizing him. Separated from the desperate melee, Yuri jumped back up, but so did the First Nation, drawing a wicked tomahawk with rubber grip and grabbing Church by the neck. He held the ganger in a strong two-armed bear hug, one hand holding firmly the blade against the Halloweener’s neck. The blade dug in slightly and blood flowed freely from the cut, down Church’s neck. Church roared not in pain, but in frustration as he could do little against the red-faced ganger’s firm hold.

Yuri stood in a crouch, hands held like claws, breathing ragged, deep breaths, the standoff registering. Except it wasn’t a standoff, not really. The First Nation’s left eye was swelling and he blinked it rapidly, and Yuri could tell it bothered him a lot, but he had a tomahawk and Yuri had nothing. The Native’s mind also caught up to the situation, and the same slow, cruel smile Yuri had seen before curved his lips as the large Amerind realized he firmly had the advantage and didn’t actually need a hostage.

“I’m going to enjoy cutting you up, then your bitch, real slow,” he said in his accented English.

At that moment, coming from behind on his swollen-eyed left side, Soren screamed and jammed a sharp piece of wood into the ganger’s neck. It didn’t go in deeply, but it made for a fine distraction. The Native ganger roared and instinctively spun around, swinging his arm wildly in the air to avert more attacks from that side, his hand then shooting up to his neck to stop the bleeding. It was an instinctive movement, but was enough to give Yuri and Church the edge. Church pushed his weight into the ganger’s other shoulder, destabilizing him and making him stumble. Yuri leapt for where the Ruger lay, dropped since the beginning of the entanglement, raised it, and fired. It blew a gory, dark red hole into the First Nation’s pectoral muscle. He fired again, ripping open another gory wound in his neck. The First Nation’s mouth flooded with thick, dark blood as he slumped to his knees, his eyes full of shock and horror at the imminent ending of his life. Yuri bared his teeth in a grimace and extended his wounded arm, bringing the revolver’s barrel right between the First Nation’s red-painted eyes. His arm burning with pain and nothing left to say, he pulled the trigger. The First Nation’s head transferred, in bits and chunks, to the wall behind him.

Yuri turned to check on Soren, whose green eyes were wide, her mouth open in a slack ‘O’. She held her hands protectively close to her body, frozen there. Church was on the ground, half lifted. His face was pale. His eyes flickered and turned to meet Yuri’s. They still held determination. He was slipping away, though. Yuri thumbed on the safety and tucked the Ruger in his belt and, without any words, hoisted Church up and grabbed Soren. He proceeded to lug the group down the stairs, the building being consumed by the conflagration around them. While the three could feel infernal heat come at them in waves, the stairwell was concrete. They stumbled down one flight at a time. On the last flight Yuri slipped, and they all came crashing down. Church didn’t even have the energy to vocalize his pain anymore, merely grunting with the impact.

They lay on the ground for two heartbeats. Yuri was fading internally into a place of abandon and defeat. His hearing and sight tunneled into narrow bands, barely registering the world any longer. He became aware of a hand against his check. A soft palm pressed into the corner of his lips, fingers gently brushing up his cheekbone. He looked up and saw Soren’s blackened face against his.

“Get up,” she breathed. Yuri lay there, gazing at her, struggling to regain his focus.

“Get up!” she pleaded. I need you, her eyes said.

Yuri blinked, and nodded. He heaved himself to his feet, then pulled Church up. Soren, strength recovering, aided on her side. They pushed through toward the Halloweener firing line. Many of the gangers had ceased fire, merely sitting and admiring the inferno.

One of the gangers noticed them and tapped Wes’ shoulder. The lead psycho smiled darkly. “Well, well, see. Knew you could do it, huh,” he said.

“Shut the fuck up,” growled Church, blood wetting his lips.

“Hey, you don’t look so good, brotha,” answered Wes. “Lucky for you … oooh, what we got here?” he asked playfully, reaching for something one of his men was handing him.

It was a medkit, one of those high-end ones, a DocWagon model. It was a civilian model, not a milspec one, but it was more than sufficient to deal with anything up to a grievous wound.

Yuri realized what he was looking at. “This is from the stash we stole.”

“Ahhh,” Wes said, mockingly over-appreciating the deduction. “Yes, yes it is. While you were busy doing the action hero thing, the boys and I noticed the van parked on the side over there.” Wes pointed with his chin. Yuri turned to look. At first he didn’t see anything, until he realized a ball of fire parked on the side of the building may have once been a van. Yuri turned back to Wes.

“Well, we may have realized a little bit after we blew it up some,” explained Wes in an insincerely apologetic tone. “We still saved a handful,” he added, with a slight shrug. “One’s already on its way to dear Click.”

Yuri took two deep breath and looked away from Wes. He shifted his weight and placed his hands on his hips. One of the other Halloweeners was trying to hook up Church to the medkit. The ganger was looking at the instruction video in AR at the same time as he was trying to figure out what bits went where. Church was berating him between corrective explanations.

“So, you burned … you destroyed our haul. You burned our profit,” Yuri finally managed to vocalize. “Unbelievable.”

Wes raised his hands palm up to shoulder height, a coy smile on his skull-face. “Drek happens, omae.”

Yuri just shook his head. There was nothing else to do. He shot a look at Church. He was lying on the concrete, his shirt off, hooked up to the medkit. Two other Halloweeners, trying to understand a tutorial trid from the medkit, were arguing about the best way to bandage his wounds.

“You need anything?” Yuri asked Soren, pointing to the make-shift field clinic.

Soren shook her head. “I’m fine,” she said, wiping her cheeks with her palms, then tying up her red curls in a ponytail with a small hairband she manifested out of nowhere. Yuri smiled looking at her, a smile that grew into a slight chuckle.

She looked up at him with surprise. “What?” she asked in a scoff.

“You …,” he shook his head. “Everything you just went through, tied up in a burning building, moments from death, and you still have a hairband with you?” he said. She looked at him, her mouth opened and closed, thinking of something to say.

She shrugged “Well … yeah.”

Yuri laughed out loud. She did, too. Wes looked at them darkly, that coy existential smile still on his cruel mouth. He said nothing.

“Ah, shit. Let’s get out of here,” Yuri said. He went over to Church’s prone position. The ganger’s head was propped up on his arms, crossed behind his head. One of the other Halloweeners had lit him a deepweed spliff. Church’s eyes, a little hazy but still intelligent, tracked Yuri as he came over. He raised his hand up. Yuri took it and held it.

“You guys out?” asked Church. Yuri nodded.

“Sorry this didn’t play out right,” said Church. Yuri shrugged.

“Yeah, well …,” he said, not saying anything at all really.

“Hope your brother makes it,” Yuri finally said, nodding at the handful of medkits piled up near the Halloweeners’ trucks. “Message me, let me know. He’s a good guy. Like his brother, neh?”

Church nodded and tightened his grip in Yuri’s hand, shaking. “You take care now, Yuri. Take care of your lady. And you take care of this dumb Russian fuck, Red, you got it?” he added, twisting his head up to make eye contact with Soren. She smiled sweetly and nodded.

Yuri finished his goodbyes and let Church’s hand drop. They turned to leave.

“Hey!” exclaimed Church. “Take a medkit.” He shrugged as best he could while lying down and looked at a medkit. “S’worth a month’s rent, y’know.”

Considering the financial situation they were in, Yuri agreed to the wisdom. It was a far cry from the payout they should have had from the caper, but it’d push them on for a month, buy time to figure out their next move. Yuri went towards the pile. One of the Halloweeners, having heard Church and to show the gang backed him, personally handed him a medkit, nodding in respect. Wes scoffed a little but otherwise let it go.

Yuri nodded back at the ganger. “Some other time, Wes,” Yuri said.

“Any time, omae,” Wes replied immediately. “Any time.”

Yuri and Soren walked away from the area. There was nobody for miles around. Cops weren’t coming, and everyone else was out of sight, wary of stray bullets and not-so-stray bullets from the psychotic gangers. Including the medkit they would pawn, they had two fistful of nuyen and that was about it. Yuri planted a kiss in Soren’s red hair, behind her ear. She pressed her head into the corner of his neck and shoulder.

“The sun will rise in the morning, and we’ll still be here to see it. So, what do we do about it?” she asked, speaking softly, reciting her own poetry from another continent.

Yuri closed his eyes and remembered the black Pacific Ocean. He said nothing this time.
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