oHADOWRUN RETURNS ZANTHOLOGY



< ; TN ‘< e 4
. '\‘\&‘\'* WERASPRY.
\ —

: "!. ’ ', / . - -

g g “'“‘/

-“i;"‘ ..h,\‘, 1‘*\,.'_\“* H - \ yu!-‘-“-/u *,_.f p
d ¥

Wy .
-
rd
q % a






oo e S
TABLE OF CONTENTS

¢!
i

FOREWORD [JORDAN WEISMAN] «tevuvetennreeeenneeeennneeenns 3
LOCKS AND KEYS [JENNIFERBROZEK] v vvveverreeereeeeeennns 4
NO SHARPER SPUR [RUSSELL ZIMMERMAN] +vvvvreeereeeennn. 12
BELONGING [ROBYN KING] vvveeeereennnneeeeeeennnnnneeeens 20
EVOLUTION [DYLAN BIRTOLO] et tvnnnnnnnneneeeeeeeeeeeeeeens 28
THE ROAD TO HELL [PHAEDRA WELDON] +vvverrrnneeeeeennnns 34
BUT LOYAL TO HIS SALT [JASON SCHMETZER]+eevuuneeeeenn. 42
DINNER WITH A FRIEND [TOMDOWD]. v vveeeereereereennn. 50
CHERRY BOMB [J.C. HUTCHINS] + vt veviiieeeeennnnnnneeenns 56
BLOWING SKY HIGH [PATRICK GOODMAN] vvvvvvrerrrrrrennn. 66
PAST SALVAGE [MALIK TOMS]. vttt teiniineeeeeennnnnneeenns 72
SHOWTIME [STEPHEN DEDMAN]e ¢ ettt ettt eeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnns 78
DOG TAGS [PHILIP A. LEE] ¢vveeeereennnneeeeeeennnnnneeens 84
WHITE HAT, BLACK BAG [MALIKTOMS] vvvvvvrrernnnneennnn 90
NEVER ALONE [ROBYNKING] cvvvvtveeninnreeeeeennnnneeeenns 96
THE DEEP END [JASONM. HARDY]. ¢ttt teeeeeeeeenennnns 104
A NIGHT’S WORK [STEVEN KENSON] +vvevveneeneenneeneennes 114
AFTERWRARD [JORDAN WEISMAN]. e vt eeeenneeeeeeeeeeeeess 118
TELESTRIAN FAMILY TREE &

CORPORATE STRUCTURE.............c.ovvviinn.... 120
ABOUT THE AUTHORS. ...t 122
THE ART OF SHADOWRUN RETURNS. ................... 124
KICKSTARTERBRCKERS ........c ot 182




FOREWORD

This book, like the game it is based upon, was made possible by the fans of Shadowrun backing
our effort on Kickstarter. It has been a labor of love for those of us creating it, and by those of you |
putting up with us doing so. All the names of those that helped make this game and the fiction
included here by backing us at the $100 or greater level are presented in this book, but that does
not capture our thanks to the entire backer audience for the opportunity to bring a new version
of Shadowrun to life.

Shadowrun is a dark future in which good people do bad things. It is the world of the anti-
hero, a world of endless levels of moral gray as opposed to the black and white clarity of the
“right” and the “wrong” choice, but above all else, it is a future populated by people. They may
look different from each other, and from us, but at the core they are as human as we are and that
makes them relatable. The main story of Shadowrun Returns is about something that all humans
need, desire, and define in our own way . . . family. There are many types of family, the one we
are born into, the ones we create at work, the ones we become part of at church, and the ones
we assemble around ourselves.

The book, like the first part of the game, uses the infamous Seamstresses Union as its hub.
Built during the Alaska gold rush, when all of Seattle got rich servicing every need of the invading
army of prospectors, the Union has been updated, retrofitted, and restored so many times that
it is practically a museum of sin. We saw the 150-year-old storied Union as a character in the
game and a place around which a family had formed. A highly dysfunctional family, no doubt,
but a family nonetheless, and one that cares about its own and does what it can to survive in
Shadowrun’s dark future. L

We too are all a family; united by our love for the characters, the games, the friends, the stories that are all connected
to a world that holds some special place in our hearts. Shadowrun Returns is the result of our family working together
to create something that we all care about. We at Harebrained Schemes cannot thank you enough for making possible
the development of a platform for all of us to create and share Shadowrun adventures for many years to come.

Shoot straight, conserve ammo, and never deal with a dragon.

All the best,
Jordan Weisman
& the entire Harebrained Schemes team

T s i
(L Y
I'I ."-



g0 llt "'v at Bohart's feet, a twisted and broken thing. Though huge
andards, the knight was dwarfed by the enormous beast’s size.
ast as long as four carts put together, and just as tall when it was liv-
h I dragon’s corpse hid the village from the knight’s eyes. Battered and
ed, with several pieces ripped from his plate armor, Bohart gazed at
monster with tired eyes.
- Bohart shook his head. “No more will you terrorize the good people of
- Woodhold.” The massive knight pulled his sword free of the great beast’s
heart, and took a single, gleaming green scale to mark the dragon’s defeat. As
he did, the frightened villagers crept out of their homes and approached the
glade where their dead foe lay.

“Sir Bohart! You did it! You freed us from the monster!” Luthain, the
~ plump unofficial leader of Woodhold, pumped the knight’s gauntleted
~ hand up and down. “How can we ever repay you? We're a poor village, but
whatever we have is yours.”

Bohart removed his helm, revealing a dark mane of hair, and smiled. “It
- is my duty as a Knight of the Round Table to help those in need. Slaying this
dragon was but one quest within my larger quest for the Grail.”

“Nevertheless, good knight, you are always welcome here. My daughter,
Rosa, will show you to a room to refresh yourself. You've had a long day.”

A slip of a girl, no more than ten, appeared at her father’s side. Messy
auburn hair and blue eyes promised that she would grow into a beauty.
Bohart graced her with a smile and went down on one knee before her.
“This is a day that you will long remember. Some may doubt the story of the
night who slew a dragon, but you will always have this to prove your tale.”
e handed the girl the dragon scale and watched her cheeks redden.
~ “Thank you, sir knight.” Rosa accepted the dragon scale with both hands
nd then curtsied to him with awkward grace. “Please, let me show you to a
"_ ? om.” ” She glanced up at her father who nodded his approval.

L “1 ohar Tose to his full height, replaced his helm, and nodded. “Lead the

]

' : 7‘ Rosa asked as she walked at the knight’s side.

d -—\ y greater quest, to find the Holy Grail, will
1d. And those who need me along the way will
rrat- e,r ]ust as your Vlllage requested

i vk
LOCKS AND KEYS

JENNIFER BROZEK

N3

As soon as they were out of sight of the dragon’s corpse and the
villagers gathered around it, a shadow courier appeared and offered
Bohart a scroll. Bohart considered the courier. It was a small thing, the
size and shape of a child, younger than Rosa and made of nothing but
shadows. He still did not understand how this strange magic worked but,
as he had learned over the months of being here in the Shadowlands, not
all magic was bad.

Bohart accepted the scroll. Its task done, the courier disappeared.

“1 guess you don'’t need to give an immediate response.” Rosa watched
him with a child’s curiosity.

“l guess not. Let me see what this is.” Bohart unrolled the missive and
read. He blinked at it a couple of times. “This is not what I expected.”

“What is it?”

“A poem... a mystery... a quest.” Bohart smiled. “A new quest.”

“Read it to me?”

Bohart nodded, still smiling. “Of course.” He cleared his throat and read.

Lock and Key.
That is all you need to open
The door within the door.

Hidden in plain sight,
The Shadowlands door stands,
Waiting to be opened.

Find the door.

Find the Haven.
Lock and Key.

That is all you need.

Rosa smiled. It was the polite smile of one who did not understand.
Bohart returned her smile. “I need to go, little one. Give my regards to your
father and your village. Let them know I am on a new quest.” Bohart did
not wait for her response. He called for his horse and then he was away.

There were things, of course, that he did not tell the girl. She would not
understand. The most important part of the poem was who had written it:
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JackAttack, his best friend in this realm. Jack was a wily one, and whatever
quest he'd found, it had to be good.

But a poem. That was new.

Bohart considered this as he returned to his Shadowlands home, a
modest thing befitting a pious knight upon a quest. A stable for the horse.
A room for himself. No more, no less.

There was a knock on his door, and a female voice intruded on his
thoughts. “Sir? It’s time for school.”

Bohart ignored it. He did not need school. He had a new quest to think
about. He turned the scroll over in his hands, examining every detail. If
Jack wrote this, the scroll was more than just a scroll.

The knocking had become more insistent, and the voice rose in the as-
sumption that he could not hear her. “Young master, it’s time for school.”

She paused. “Sir?” Another pause. “I'm coming in, sir. It’s time for school.”

Bohart glared at the door, daring it to open, ready to smite whoever
came through...but it was too late. The spell broken, Bohart disappeared
into the back of his mind and the boy emerged once more as the door
swung open. “Dammit, Nanny! Why now?”

Nanny, one of many—too many—smiled at him, but kept her eyes avert-
ed. “Because not only is it ten in the morning, sir, it’s a test day. So, off to
the kitchen. Hop to it.”

With a sigh, he nodded. “Will you make me a peanut butter and banana
sandwich?”

Nanny, looking at him now, smiled. “You know I'm not supposed to.
Your mother doesn’t like it when I indulge you.”

“Please?” He pushed himself away from his desk, dominated by two




ink about what his mother might or might not want.

my.” She turned and left.

. only one who gave him a name he liked.

v

“Algebra? Really?” Jimmy scoffed at the test on the oak kitchen ta-
ble in front of him. “If this is supposed to be a test, shouldn’t it at
least be a challenge?” He waggled the paper at her. “And this is

20009. It’s the future. Shouldn’t I be taking tests on the comput-
er instead of being stuck in the past like a Luddite?”

Nanny stood at the marble countertop, making his sand-
wich. “When 1 was ten, Jimmy—sir, 1 was still doing long divi-
sion. I understand you're smart, and I've worked through the
homeschooling system. You have to show consistent, measur-
able progress. Besides, we have to know you can do algebra be-
fore we move onto trigonometry and geometry. Not to mention
other things like chemistry, physics, and the like.”

She brought him his sandwich, quartered the way he liked
it, and set the plate next to him. “As for the paper...you need to
show your work. That’s best done on paper. No more doing it
in your head.”

“But it’s so easy,” he complained with no real fight. This
was a familiar discussion when it came to math and science.
It was the other stuff that was hard. Who cared about all the
dead presidents and which branches of government did what?
It’s not like he’d ever be out there in the world to deal with it
firsthand.

“Don’t care, young master. Just do it.” Nanny smiled. “For
me? And don’t get peanut butter on the paper. You know how
your father hates that.”

“He hates me more.” Jimmy shoved a quarter of the sand-
wich into his mouth.

“And why shouldn’t he? Youre an abomination! Spawn of
Satan.”

ThIS harsh, new voice made the normally tasty sand-

mi)utéf monitors and a myriad of action figures. He refused to
- Nanny glanced out into the hallway, then nodded. “Just for you, Jim-

The boy followed, smiling. This was the only Nanny who called him
anything other than (freak) sir, master, young master, or boy. She was the

swallowed his bite with an effort before speaking in a careful, calm voice
that masked his pain. “Hello, Mother.” He didn’t turn, but just watched her
from the corner of his eye.

Standing there with the regal bearing of wealth and good breeding,
she didn’t answer him. She did not even look in his direction. Instead, his
mother turned in a flutter of stupidly expensive silk and velvet, her hair
was perfectly coifed in blond curls, and contemplated the Fuchi refrigera-
tor as if it were priceless art.

When she spoke, it was to one of the other hovering servants. “I'll take

my breakfast in the south wing. Prepare it in the other kitchen, where

this—” she gestured to her son with a jerk of her chin, “—thing has not
been. When he’s gone, scour this room from top to bottom.”

Jimmy’s face did not crumple and neither did his heart. Both were
closed to this woman and her hate. Mostly closed. He refused to
admit to the pain that still remained.

v

“Why have you sent me this new challenge, my friend?” Sir Bo-
hart sat across from JackAttack in their favorite tavern, the Ugly
Mug. He took a swig of ale and wiped foam from his mouth as
he considered his companion; a slender man with flame-red
hair and golden eyes. Jack never wore anything more elabo-
rate than a jerkin and leggings with boots. Unassuming, but
impossibly smart.

“It is a challenge worthy of only the keenest minds in the
land. This one will not be solved simply by might or force
of arms, Bohart. This is a thinking man’s challenge.” Jack
drummed his fingers on the table.

“You created it?” Bohart loved the idea.

Standing there wit

and good breeding, S

did not even look in hi
mother tucned in a flutter
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Jack leaned in. “Tell me.” 4y

Since it was just the two of them here, Bohart felt safe enough to reveal
one of his secrets, although he still lowered his voice to reply. “I created a
hound program to travel through the public areas of the MUSH to look for
door objects. All unlocked doors are disregarded. All locked doors are put
on the list. Once I have that narrowed down, I'll send out another hound
to gather the properties of the locked doors. Then, I'll look for the owners.
That’ll I'll have to eyeball myself.”

“Why?”

Bohart shrugged. “Because you might have used a builder character to
build the door. 1 can’t assume it was you as JackAttack.”

Jack nodded. “Very good. Let me know when you’ve found it.” He rose
with a smile. “This is going to be fun to watch.”

Bohart grinned back. “1 will.”

v

Hours later, Jimmy looked at the list his faithful hound had given him and
sighed. There were still hundreds of doors to check. Even culling out peo-
ple who were dumb, couldn’t code except to copy and paste, or doors that
hadn’t been entered in months, there were still far too many.

He looked at the poem again and read it over and over. And then he saw

t. “Hidden in plain sight Of course.” He reprogrammed the hound to
Iook for doors with the “hidden” property and sent it on its way.

The hound returned within minutes with a much shorter list. Jimmy
examined it and disregarded all of the hidden doors belonging to the Vale
Dungeon quest. He'd solved that dungeon ages ago. Though he was less
pleased to discover that he’d missed an entire hidden section. Too late now.

He culled the list again, removing the hidden doors he knew about,
then ones belonging to games. He was left with three. One, a hidden door
in a tree, belonged to a fae friend; one that was in the guardhouse in the
castle; and one he didn’t recognize at all. Obviously, the last one would be
investigated first.

Only, he didn’t recognize the parent node. Or its parent node. Jimmy
spent the next hour backtracking the pathway to where the door came
from to the code’s home node: The Deep Woods.

This was not a place he'd visited before. Then again, he hadn’t been on
Shadowlands for that long. Jimmy grinned. Time for Bohart to re;
his quest.
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It was a door s and 'i 2 1
nothing around it, and f S A
in the world—except for it sta"ndln i
it was a locked door to nowhere. It’s desc i
door. There is a scroll attached to it. On..t e SC
than: Knock and enter. o
Bohart knocked and tried to open the locked door otl
He tried a couple more times before resorting to a couple of har
on it with his sword. More for fun than anger. : ._:’
Jimmy took a closer look at the door’s code. It looked as nor: nal
mal could be. He frowned. This was going to be a little more difficul
he'd first thought. - j ¥
y
—
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Several hours later and a lot more frustrated, Jimmy stomped ou o
room, through the north wing of the mansion, and back down to tﬁ_ it
en. He just couldn’t figure it out. He'd created a key to the locked door, bu
just opened to the woods on the other side. There was no new room te i

Jimmy got himself a Ramuna BOOM soda and a handful of yuku 1
cookies. He munched each chocolaty vanilla crisp like they were his |
lem, crunching down with sharp, vicious bites. He had just downed b "',‘ .
soda when he heard two Nannies talking in hushed tones. With a quie .;"
he snuck over to the side of the kitchen he heard their voices com ng f fror

Peeking around the corner, he saw it was his nanny and one j
ers. He couldn’t remember how long the second one had been he
long, he thought. g

“—frightful mood. First stomping all over the south wi _4
ing about for the rest of the day. She’s scared me twice alre

His nanny nodded, “And the things she says about...t
It’s awful. It’s one of the reasons we often can’t keep he
rifying.”

“l heard that the family doctor won it ever
him. Says there’s nothing wrong e
Jimmy winced 1ns1d t was : 11
h1s face feeling b ~-,t fo v
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0€s t oal .Really l-les
him. No playmates except for the ones he
: 1k it’s healthy for a boy his age.”
e like him. Do they know what his deformity is

n 3 *Itur d forward No one ever talked about what was wrong with
‘to him. No one would even give him a term to look up. It wasn’t like
- wha he Elephant Man had. Maybe his nannies knew. He listened as hard
- as he could as they lowered their voices even further.
- That was why he didn’t know his mother was there until she grabbed
him by shoulder and spun him about.

“Trying to sneak up on me, you monster? Trying to spy on me?” She
shook him hard as spittle rained down on his face. “ won’t let you! I won't
let you corrupt me!”

T “Stop!” Jimmy twisted in her grasp, his shoulder already in pain from
her nails clawing into him. “I'm not doing anything!” Behind him, he heard
the two nannies come running, but it was too late.

His mother’s hand rose and fell, slapping him hard as she let go. He fell
to the ground, holding his burning cheek.

“You unholy spawn. You seek to bring down this house, my home!”

Something in Jimmy snapped. “Yeah? Well, who the hell did you fuck,
Mother? Certainly not Father. He's not around here enough for you to get any.”

His mother’s eyes grew round and glassy. Her cheeks flushed even as
the rest of her face went pale and she pressed her lips together in a thin,
white line of fury. “Lucifer Morningstar was the most beautiful of His an-
- gelsbefore he fell. I see the devil’s sin in you. Go to your room. 1 don’t want
to see you again.”

Jimmy slowly stood, clenching his hands into fists. “Someday, I'm going
to lock you up and take away everything you love. Someday, I'm going to
do to you what you've done to me.”

His mother let out an inarticulate scream, grabbed a knife from the
block, and came for him. Jimmy stood there, unafraid in his anger, waiting
?foglthe knife to strike true. He would rather be dead than endure this one
". moment longer.

1_ ‘y % the nannies and one of the house guards were there. His nan-
ul way from his insane mother, pushing him away from the

e guard pinned his mother’s arms to her side and the

d the knife away.

other screamed and frothed at the mouth, trying to

| mon ter, and }t felt good to finally strike back.
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Jimmy stared at his main computer screen, but didn't see it. Although his
skin no longer stung at his mother’s slap, the deeper pain was still there. In
the back of his mind, he churned over the poem, the door, and the scroll.
In the front of his mind, he was still too angry, too heartbroken, and, yes,
too scared to work on the quest.

At times like this, it seemed like Bohart was so far away that he’d never
come back. That was something that scared him even more. Bohart was
his only freedom in this world of locked doors, gated yards, and endless
solitude.

He stared at the computer screen, wishing it were all real because there
wasn’t any other place he could go. Not as real as Shadowlands. Not filled
with interesting people. Shadowlands was one of the few really complete
MUs that had quests to do. He'd made friends here. These were people he
could trust. This was his real life.

He focused on the computer screen as JackAttack appeared next to him.
Just the presence of another character brought Bohart to the forefront.

JackRAttack has acrived.

JackAttack asks, “Having problems?”

JackRAttack gestuced at the door.

SicBohart Laughed. “It is a challenge, yes. But I will beat it.”

JackAttack says, “Just checking. You were idle for a long time.”

SirBohart says, “I was thinking.”

JackAttack walked over to one of the nearcby trees and sat. “About
what?”

About how fucked up my life is, ]immy wanted to say. But he wouldn’t let
reality intrude here.

SictBohart shook his head. “Nothing impoctant. Thece’s a trick to this,
and I will figure it out.”

Then he did. Jimmy looked at the properties of the scroll on the door

and discovered his insight was correct. The scroll itself was also a door. A
hidden door in plain sight. Just like the poem said.

A
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JackRAttack says, “Good Luck. I'WL wait for you on the othe side.”

JackAttack has Left. o .

o -

Jimmy nodded, looking at the source code to the hidden door. There
was no lock for a key to open. The only instruction was to knock on the
door. Jimmy turned his considerable will and smarts to the task.

v

Jimmy rubbed his sweaty palms on his jeans. This was the last thing he
could think of. He didn’t know what he’'d do if the delayed-knock key based
on the anagram of “lock and key” didn’t work on the hidden door. He held
his breath and hit the enter key.

SicBohart knocks on the scroll with the key.
The scroll opens. Welcome to DHaven.

SicBohart has entered DHaven.

TheGreyHermit applauds.

Suzie@ applauds.

SicGawain cheers.

LadyBlackthocn applauds.

BioHazard whistles. “You made it!"”

SnowlLeopard cheers.

EagleScout claps.

JackAttack applauds. “I told you he'd do it. New record. 17 hours from
scroll delivery to entcance.”

SicBorhart smiles. “Thank you.”

JackRAttack walks to SicBorhact.

JackRAttack hugs SicBorcharct. “Now, we show you what DHaven is.”

Jimmy grinned at the screen, exultant. It was a long day, but this was a
nice end to it. He popped open another can of BOOM soda, sat back, and
watched the screen. A block of text appeared. It was clear that JackAttack
had this on macro.

il
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‘ . he MUSH
 really ace T% eb g blue
a DHaven switch tha

go by our real names and obr
cceed, gender, or any of that stuff."i-l e we

really are. This switch flips back to your i [Ma
and description anywhere else on Shadowlands

Data Haven. Pull up a stool and be who you ceally ace

Jimmy’s smile disappeared and a sick feeling grew in hi . on
who you really are? He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t let them kn \
kind of a freak he was.

JackRAttack says, “Flip your bit everyone.”

TheGreyHermit becomes Sumiko.

Suzie@ becomes Ron.

SirGawain becomes Dylan.

LadyBlackthocn becomes Shilpa.

BioHazard becomes Gopal.

SnowlLeopard becomes Yakov.

EagleScout becomes Cristos.

JackRAttack claps SicBocharct on the shoulder. “Take a look &
one’s description when you have time. You'll see that S
only nine years old. Smacter than me, too. Ron is a gay ki
vate boarding school that doesn’t want to admit that g I
exist. Dylan, well, he's the oddball—fit, handsome,
but we don't hold it against him.” -

Sumiko waves.

Dylan says, “Thanks. I appreciate it.” q

Ron says, “I'm fat, too. Doesn’t help mattecs any. B
mattec.” | < .

1
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- JackAttack says, “Gopal is also Indian. He’s in high school. Some-

times, he has a hard time. I'lL Let him tell you about that.”

Gopal waves.

JackAttack says, “Yakov is the old man of the group. He's actually a
grandfather.”

Yakov says, “I've been theough a lot. I can help sometimes.”

Jimmy’s heart pounded too fast, his stomach wanted to crawl out
through his throat, and for the first time ever, he could feel sweat trick-
ling down his back. It was an awful sensation. These people didn’t want to
know him. They couldn’t. They didn’t understand.

Jimmy found himself typing before he realized he was going to do so.

B SicBohart asks, “Why? Why arce you doing this?”

JackAttack says, “Sometimes, it’'s really nice to shed the chacacter
and just be who you are. It's why I created DHaven. So we can just
be us and help each other and talk about what'’s actually going on
out there in the world.”

SicBohart asks, “Why invite me in?"”

JackRAttack says, “Because this is my MUSH. I've read your stats. You've
spent an average of 85 hours a week roleplaying hece for months.
That’s a lot of time to be someone you’re not. I think, maybe, you
need us like this and not just the characters you’ve RP’d with.”

Jimmy closed the MUSH. Then he closed all of his chat programs and his
IRC program. Then, for good measure, he shut his computer off. He hadn’t
done that since his father got the T-1 line installed last year. He felt like his
world was ending. They didn’t want to know him. Not after they found out
about him. They didn’t know...Jack, his best friend...didn’t know what kind
of a monster he was.

; He sat there, staring at his reflection in the dark monitor screen. Even
it wasn’t an actual mirror, there was no hiding his elongated, pointed
oo thin face with its alien slanted eyes. Jimmy knew he looked

Like wiggling a sore tooth, Jimmy couldn’t help but get up and go look
at himself in his bathroom mirror. Under the bright lights, there was no
hiding his too-skinny body, bony hands and fingers, and deformed head
topped with flyaway white blond hair. 1t was true what his nannies said—all
of them—he would never be accepted in the outside world.

The Internet was his only real home, real life. And now that was gone.

Jimmy didn’t try to stop the tears coursing down his face. He crumpled
to the bathroom floor and cried until he couldn’t cry anymore. When the
crying was done, he lay there, feeling the wetness dry into tight salt trails
across his cheeks, thinking about the people who had been in the Data
Haven.

All of them were friends of one stripe of another. It was a surprise to
discover that TheGreyHermit was a girl younger than him, and that SuzieQ
was actually a boy. Now that he was away from the shock of it all, Jimmy
realized he was curious about the rest. And LadyBlackthorn’s player...with
a clubfoot?

His curiosity pulled him out of his funk and back to his computer. He sat
there for a while, thinking things over before he turned it on. He looked up
what a clubfoot actually was and what it looked like. After wincing over the
pictures, he wondered how she got around. More than anything, he wanted
to know how long it took for everyone in Data Haven to accept her.

He hovered his mouse over the icon that would open Shadowlands. Jim-
my knew he would appear in Data Haven as soon as he opened the pro-
gram. He debated for a moment, the clicked it.

SictBohart has entered DHaven.

Shilpa says, “Seriously, thece's something going on in India, some
new thing they’re calling Kali’s Hacvest. It's killing people. But no
one’s saying anything officially. They never do until it's too Late.”

Shilpa waves at SictBohart.

Yakov waves.

Dodger waves at SicBohart. “Bohact, my man, acre you OK? This is Jack-
Attack. You Left beforce I could introduce the real me to you.”

SicBohart says, “My real name is James. I'm ten years old. My nanny
calls me Jimmy. I'm...defocmed. My head is squished, my eacs ace
too Llong and pointy, my eyes ace slanty-alien eyes. I'm a freak and
I can never Leave my house. My pacrents won't Let me. If you don’t
want to be my friend, I undecstand. But this is what I am.”
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Jimmy sat back and waited to see what everyone .'l[ say Qu s hez
hoped with all it was that they would accept him, even with Bls ; de

have to find a new place to play. Or maybe just haunt a couple of BBS
boards for a while. He didn’t know.

Shilpa says, “You're not a freak, hon. It’s OK to be who you are. You're
smart and wondecful. Please stay.”

Gopal says, “If you're a freak, I am too. I have scars all over my body.
Bad ones. And I'm missing an eye. Look at my descciption.”

Sumiko says, “I'm a freak in my family. They want a quiet, obedient
Little girl who's prettiecr than smart. They're disappointed in me.
They think I won't maccy well.”

Dodger smiles. “I'm already your friend and I guess we have some-
thing in common. I suspected but I didn’t know for suce.”

Dodger is a tall, slender man with blond hair in jeans and a t-shirct.
He Llooks like the classic faicytale elf with long pointed eacs and
slanted eyes. This forces him to wear a hat and sunglasses while
in public but, hece in DHaven, he Lets it all hang out.

Dodger whispers to SicBohart, “Do you want to see a picture of me?”

Shilpa says, “I'm sorry you can’t Leave the house. That explains why
you're online so much.”

Jimmy wondered if Jack was making fun of him. And whispered to him
that he did. As soon as Jimmy replied, his email binged and an email from
“Dodger” arrived. Attached was a picture of a guy that could’ve been his
older brother...or even the father he should’'ve had. On Dodger, the “elf”
ears and eyes with his slender face was attractive. Not demonic. The idea
of it made Jimmy’s head spin. He stared at the picture for a long moment
before focusing back on the screen.
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His mind was already divorcing himself from the pain to come. He wouldﬁ W

?-.

~ thatis -Aill ak "".‘«_ ve .".
Cristos says, “A couple of my "—:' {R !
the mutations they’ve seeh,. 'l my T_r

to admit it’s happening. Between you a .‘} Dod
something very interesting is happening. Tt s i \
need to talk about it hece in DHaven. Because
is talking about it.” Y
Dodger says, “I've added the DHaven bit to your proﬁle wrl

Which do you pcefer to be called? Jimmy ot .:Iames??I E : 2
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Jimmy stared at the screen. No one cared that he looked like
ster. Dodger even looked like him. Yakov and Christos heard of ¢
who looked like him. Maybe he really wasn’t a freak. And maybe he
alone. Not anymore. -?"

This time, when the tears came, he pushed them away but only s
could read his computer screen. These people were still his friends. Jim
had no idea how much knowing this, being accepted, would fill hi
But right now, he felt like he could take on the entire world.

SirBohart says, “James. Please set my name to James.”

SirBohart becomes James.

Dodger says, “There you go. I'lL help you with your playec
description if you Like.”

James says, “Thank you. Really. For everything.”



jﬁa,r no darkness!”
-? aped onto the hood of a Ford Americar, circled my sword overhead
y the troops, and bellowed at the top of my lungs. I pointed my boxy
the street. At this range, waving it around like a pistol, the odds
en me hitting an ork were rather slim.
- “Arise! Arise, riders of Tarislar!”
:I_ didn’t fire the Uzi to hit anything, though, just to add some noise and
~ muzzle flash. The elves around me treated it like a starter’s pistol, racing
forward. Sting hunkered down behind a flipped-over Toyota half a dozen
~ meters away as she reloaded, but she might as well have been on the moon
~ for all the command she had over them at that second.
All they cared about was me standing in plain sight of the Black Rains,
- sword and gun in hand, voice booming. A few more hearts and minds fell
into my pocket. That’s what counted.
The charge stalled out a few blocks later, of course. I'd meant for it to
~ dojust that. The Rains had some rattle-shaking street shaman supporting
them. 1 was the only mage we had, and hell if I was giving up that partic-
ular secret just because an earth elemental roared to life and pulped a few
Seattle-bred elves. The huge, concrete ork smashed and bashed away as we
poured dozens of rounds into it, then we started slowly falling back. We
darted back down the street from car to wreck, corner to armored mailbox,
dumpster to doorway. The orks gave chase as we gave ground. The inso-
lent brutes—they actually thought elves were afraid of them. At the end of
_the next block, we dug in our heels in and held fast.
~ Right on time, my flanking forces arrived. Their engines howled over
b &e gunfire and [ smiled, hoping Sting could see the flash of my teeth. She’d
~ sworn that | was crazy to collect all our mages for a flanking maneuver;
hat my plan was madness; that we were getting too fancy; but I'd assured

i er their magic would turn the tide. It had.
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e bikes screaming our way from both side streets were Yamaha Ra-

id Honda Vectors, sleek street bikes, not growling Harleys like the

s rode. They were the nimble, almost elven bikes that my

v ver the chrome monstrosities Sting and some of her

red. I'd handpicked this crew myself, told them

nce of their double envelopment. 1 knew my
ne Thank you, Miltiades.
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A green-glowing Vector roared by, likely pushing a hundred kilometers
an hour, and orks fell under a wave of automatic fire. The rider, dark and
burly for an elf, hunched low over the handlebars. He split his concentra-
tion between pushing his bike through the obstacle course of an urban
firefight and reorienting its smartlink targeting reticule. As soon as the
autogun hidden in the front fairing cycled in a fresh magazine, he’d be able
to open up on more Rains.

The passenger was brighter, garishly so, and was what made me recog-
nize them in particular. She was Comet, he went by Blitzen. She'd taken
to wearing a ridiculous leather outfit, dyed somewhere between blaze or-
ange and hot pink, to dare enemies to try and hit her on the back of the
fast-moving bike her man handled so well. Both had daubed and striped
their face with neon green paint, and that wasn’t the only flash of light
from their bike. Magic flared from Comet’s fingertips, blasting a Nissan
Jackrabbit into a ball of fire and twisted metal.

Blitzen’s Honda burst through the wreckage a heartbeat later, ramping
off what was left of the chassis to race past the charred corpses of two
Rains who had taken cover there. Comet slipped an arm around her lover’s
stomach as the engine howled and they were gone again, too quick for any
ork to draw a bead.

A half-dozen bikes roared down the street in their wake, smashing
into and through Rain defenders, every bike with an expert driver giving
unprecedented mobility to a combat mage. Simultaneously, several bikes
streaked by from the opposite side street, the two lines of riders scissor-
ing through and past one another, cutting down every ork that stood
between them.

I stood up and laughed. Their street names, like so many others in this
ridiculous city, were absurd, but they knew their killing and they followed
orders very well, indeed. The Sprawl had never seen that much firepower
tied to that much speed, and—best of all—Sting had been against con-
centrating our magical assets from the start. Everyone knew the plan was
mine. All mine.

My Ancients rushed past me to keep the Black Rains scrambling away
in a panic, and 1 knew some eager handful of toughs would probably chase
the orks halfway to Auburn. 1 sauntered towards Sting as she started rein-
ing in the troops.
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“..and gives us boots in the streets here, here, and he e. Fly the colors
on those corners, send some of the kids to tag over Rain marks. how fo

Sting had a weatherbeaten old map spread across the hood of a sub-
compact, a handful of our lieutenants standing around her.

“We have to hold ground, we can’t just take it. Split up the cav and put
two mages each with groups going here, here, and here,” her chromed
hand razors glinted in the light as she marked crucial points on the map,
sending reinforcements to take the last few Rain strongholds. “And get ev-
ery otherwise available magician to work on healing. Tonight was rough
on the tuskers, but we took some licks, too.”

She didn’t even mean her own injuries; a bloody wrap around her upper
arm and a second circling her thigh. She was worried about the Ancients,
even mine. How sweet of her. How simple.

“We've got nine men down and past helping,” she continued. “Let’s
make sure we patch up who we can, chip-quick, people. We don’t want any
more deaths tonight.”

Her chromed eyes lifted to glare my way, blaming me for every one of
them. I replied with a shrug, my leathers and chains creaking and clanking.

“l see far more than nine orks in the streets, don’t you? And 1 see where
we're standing. They’re crippled, and we've almost doubled our Puyallup
territory. If this isn’t a resounding victory in your mind, Sting, I can’t help
but wonder what you think victory looks like.”

I put both hands on the map, leaning over it just to watch my shadow
fall over the whole city.

“The Black Rains are scattered, subdued. They’re not destroyed, but
they’ll trouble us no longer and we've taken enough turf to keep them in
their place even once they breed more.”

The ring of elves nodded, though Sting eyed me warily. I smiled confi-
dently at the rest as 1 lifted one hand from the map and slid it next to the
other to neatly frame the next neighborhood we'd swallow whole.

“One down, one to go. The Silent P’s have long been a thorn in our side.
They ‘Il not poach recruits from us so handily if we chastise them with
the same firm hand. Especially if we do so swiftly and confidently. The
Ancients’ way.”

Sting’s cyberoptics narrowed until they were just slivers of metal, and
she shook her head. Her fangs flashed while she barked back at me.

“Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Not any time soon. We don’t spill elven
blood if it can be helped,” her hand razors dug into the hood of the car
opposite me as she kept going. No poker face, our Sting. '

“We've done plenty of ﬁghtlng already We need to rest and re-
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“You're the Captam Cap ’ 0 ]
in a fight, well, 1 suppose you're c01’1; ct e,
She shredded another handful of car hooc :"‘-' me st
she balled her hand into a fist. L R - ‘1-*."”'
“That’s not what I'm saying, you Tir-born son of a bitc h, and y
it. You daisy eaters come to Seattle like you run the place, you g
ple killed, and you...
She snarled away the end of the sentence, but the damagé "'
few of the other lieutenants shared long glances, and another one-
inally loyal to her, despite being a Portland exile like myself—stiffe
her tone. e
“Just get out of here, all of you.” Her shoulders slumped a little, razc
flashing as she waved for us to get back to work. “You have your nr 3
Follow ‘em. Keep our elves alive.” 2
1 swallowed a smile as 1 slunk away like a kicked dog, letting them ]1
my dejection. Hadn’t 1 only been expressing more confidence in the ga
than her? Hadn't I only wanted to follow up on a victory brought a'b‘qu ¢
my tactics, not hers? Didn’t 1 deserved to be treated better than that? W\
would spread. Just like I wanted. r|'|
I came across Comet leaning against their Vector, where several o
bikes were parked in a ragged row. B0
With her golden hair shining in the moonlight, she looked tole n
tractive despite her ridiculous outfit, until 1 saw how pale she was. *lu C
look on her face 1 knew meant a magician’s migraine, or what the P
called Combat Hermetic Fatigue. 1t had been a gamble, asking the : J __-"I f
so powerfully and for so long. She’d done well enough, and I co "hl S
her competence. That competence, however, also made her a bit c
to me; or, at least, to one of my secrets. Just like 1 did around e
in Seattle, I actively masked my aura around her, hiding my 0
making myself appear as mundane as Sting, a puddle of m
At the same time, | made a point of switching m ) o n
to the Astral plane. Sizing up the competitio i 1 '
“Here,” 1 fished in a pocket for a stimpatch :
long like a throwing star. “I've heard they
She snatche i -‘ 4 '

g






T T

." 4

“Thanks. Blitzen’s off reporting to Sting. 1 told him to lo '
be playing nurse. The patch’ll help me get to it.” She slapped it on'to he

cheeks.

“Hey, listen.” She leaned in close, voice low. “I just wanted you to know
we aren’t all mad at you Tir boys for signing up. Y’all really help the gang,
and that’s what matters. I'm sorry Sting’s bein’ such a bitch to you. She’s
still just...adjusting...to Wasp being dead, I think.”

“No fear, Comet. ‘Everyone is quick to blame the alien, as Aeschylus
said.” 1 gave her a warm smile, wishing she’d just go away. Her aura still
bothered me. She wasn’t an initiate, not yet, despite that powerful glow.
She had power, but not refinement. What was it?

“Well, I meant it. And hey!” She gave me an enthusiastic thumbs up.
“Wiz plan tonight, Greenie! We scored lots of tuskers, that’s for sure.”

“Oh, nonsense,” | smiled away my indignation. Imagine! Some Tarislar
gutter witch thought her approval mattered. “1 just stole from the classics.
You did the real work.”

Hah! That was it. The cow was pregnant. No wonder those deep pas-
sions roiled at her core. She was carrying some squalling little brat-to-be
around with her. Blitzen’s, no doubt.

I kept the brittle smile on until she walked off in her hideous chaps,
then slung a leg over my bike and roared away. 1 had an appointment to
keep. This rabble being busy licking their wounds and, invariably, enjoying
an afterparty, would lend me just the time 1 needed. I knew Sting wouldn't,
couldn’t agree to move into Silent P turf tonight—1I just needed to arrange
for her own lieutenants to hear her say so.

Silent P turf, mind you, was right where 1 was headed.

The warehouse didn’t look like much from the outside, but in fairness
that’s because there wasn’t much to it on the inside, either. Just like the rest
of Seattle. Dingy and worn down, dirty, coated in ash like half of Puyallup,
gray and lifeless. Ye gods, 1 missed Portland.

A low-slung Eurocar Westwind was parked out front, flanked by a
trio of white and gold street bikes. 1 didn’t have to look for details while 1
parked my acid green Rapier, 1 just knew that the bikes were Silent P rides
and the Westwind would be registered in the UCAS, NAN, and California
Free State, depending on who you asked; and the driver, too, would have
an assortment of fake SINs. But it was from Tir Tairngire, just as the driver
certainly was.

“Gentlemen!” 1 swung the small warehouse door wide open, arms up,
step light, voice cheerful,. “How does the night find you?” .

“Armed,” sald a humorless elf in an even more humorless su1
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forearm, then let out a contented little sigh. I saw some color return to hef’f' .
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A trio of crass elve ‘;‘ue ,
were every bit the denim- an&,l
and dull gold instead of our bold greens. Sl S ‘They

vals than the miscreant orks and round-ears we b oth clagh
more dangerous because of their familiarity, to be take:
because they recruited from the same starving Tarislar b
to be hated and pitied because they refused to join us. Street mt
ing more, but each one pointed a sleek Steyr TMP at me. The T.
common Tir Peace Force issue weapon. I should know, I'd shared a ¢
them with my men just prior to tonight’s fight.

“Indeed you are!” I said with a cheerful smile. I reached down to 1
my swordbelt, holding it high. And you brought enough to share wi
your loyal dogs, it would appear.” } .

“Not every shipment can go to the Ancients, Kylisearn,” the Ghos
with a thin-lipped smile. “You know how Prince Telestrian feels.”

One of the Silent P’s slung his TMP and stepped close to pat me doy
grunting and flashing yellow teeth in a smug grin when he grabb'qd
Ares Light Fire from the small of my back. He snorted down at it, a
could tell he wanted to call it a girl’s gun. For my part, | wanted to sn‘d
neck very, very, badly.

Yellowtooth stepped away from me, tucking my pistol into h],S
band and leaving his Steyr dangling from his shoulder sling. One wi 1 1
ridiculous ponytail lowered his muzzle as soon as my gun was take \ i
last one, a redhead, kept his gun trained on me the whole time. j {' i
widened as his foul-breathed, moron partner crossed his line of fire, 1
didn’t make my move. Yet. &

Satisfied that 1 was disarmed, the Ghost sat at a dingy lit
pointedly thumped his Predator atop it, silencer squarel'
empty chair across from him. Ignoring Redhead, Top . [,
tooth, 1 jandered over and casually took a seat. -
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The Ghost seemed calm just because my weapons
dered how much of my file James Telestria 1 11—of
but not a sitting member of the Cour /
shared with this particul T governmen
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{uced a"&mall silvered case not unhke one that might hold
: ﬁl:éss of his thumb snapped the lid open, and as he tossed it

ir, a potent narcotic that wiped away memories and sent people into an al-
most immediate slumber. Even this small a batch would sell for a truly ridicu-
lous amount here in Seattle.

“You've got your drugs, exile. But Prince Telestrian doesn’t appreciate
the tone of your last message. If you want more, you need to work more.
You're to unite the elves of the city to protect Tarislar, not fight them.
Extend Tir influence here, not disrupt it. Do good for the elven people,
not just yourself.”

1l I picked up one of the patches and made it dance across the knuckles
h ' of my left hand like a stage magician, shrugging in response to his list of
7 orders. The Ghost, ever so serious, just had to keep talking, though.

\ “And most of all, you're to remember your place. If you want him to
) keep supporting your little games up here and keep the Peace Force look-
ing the other way? You make requests of him, not demands.”

“No. I make demands of him, not requests,” 1 said, low and quiet, all
levity gone. “1 work with him, not for him.”

“My objective tonight is simple, exile. It’s not really a courier run. It has
nothing to do with delivering the laés to you, or the guns to them.”

% He stood and leaned over the table, one hand on each side of his gun,
and even as | knew a threat was coming, it did my ears good to hear the
soft Tir lilt in his voice.

“My mission tonight, exile, given from Prince Telestrian’s own lips, is to
beat you until you come to heel.”

The Ghost leaned even further into his staredown, rickety table creak-
ing. | tried not to laugh in his face. Now it was time for my move.

I reached out with will and Talent alone, calling on my magical pow-
er with no more physical effort than a crooked, come-hither finger. His
- Predator spun, skittering across the table and into my waiting right hand.
1 snatched it, stood, and kicked at a table-leg all in one smooth motion. It
.broke beneath his weight, making the Ghost tumble forward.

for my Ares or scrabbling at his side for his dangling TMP. 1 reached out
with the same telekinetic spell that had armed me, and planted one imag-
inary hand squarely on his pointy chin as my other tangled in his greasy
hair. The Ghost got his balance back and started to lunge for me just as my
mental twitch snapped Yellowtooth’s neck with a wet crack.

He was good, the Ghost, but then 1 suppose they have to be. His Carro-
meleg was crisp and focused, less flashy and artistic than some. He wasn’t
bad. Pressed to it, | might even admit he was quicker than me, no doubt
wired up in ways | wasn’t. But 1 was better. | was me. 1 was meant to rule
over the likes of him, not lose to him. In a just world, this Ghost would
have been my sworn servant. If he was, I'd have trained him past the sev-
enth circle in Carromeleg, if nothing else.

I let him come at me, deflected his every strike until 1 was certain he
knew just how outmatched he was, and then turned a counterpunch into
a muffled gunshot simply to show him my disappointment. His Predator
whispered in my fist and a ragged red hole appeared, as if by magic, in the
center of his throat. I skipped away backwards, laughing as he fell to his
knees and clutched at his neck to try and hold his life in.

I almost died, watching that fool Ghost gurgle and bleed out.

Maybe it was how his eyes widened, maybe it was how one bloody hand
reached out behind me as if begging for someone to help, maybe 1—some-
how—heard the scuff of a footstep or the rush of wind that so many others
had died without noticing.

Blackwing’s first swing missed me by a hair’s breadth as 1 spun out of
the way. There was none of Carromeleg’s artfulness to his assault. He was
grace in motion, but pure efficiency, simply murder on legs. His second
stroke 1 tried to parry with the stolen Predator, but his too-sharp blade cut
deep into the silencer and jerked the gun from my hand. He was elf-slen-
der and quick as me, but chipped up faster and his glossy, black cyberarms
whipped his sword around with inhuman quickness and precision. I back-
pedaled out of reach of his third swing, but he was too good for his fourth
strike to miss, even me. It took maybe a second.

Even as 1 felt his cold monosword slide between my ribs, a tiny part of
my mind wondered how many others had survived that long in open con-
flict with the Tir’s premier assassin. The bulk of my attention worked at
mustering up a manabolt that 1 prayed would shred his aura before I bled
out. He twisted the blade and sliced sideways before 1 could cast it, though,
and the tidal wave of pain crashed over me and drowned my concentra-
tion. The spell slipped away from me as I fell to my knees.

“James says hello,” Blackwing said from somewhere behind me. The
canny bastard. He knew, even if the Ghost hadn’t. Knew what 1 was. What



I could do. Knew that even 1, like all magicians, had to see
my target to kill it. I tried to move my head but it was
terribly heavy, 1 was terribly slow, he was terribly fast.
Damn this ridiculous mohawk. Damn this street rabble
that insisted 1 wear it. Surely I was top-heavy from that,

not shock?

Surely I wasn’t dying?

“And, given your response to his negotiation
attempt, he would likely also bid me say good-
bye.”

I saw only shadows while he bantered, tried
to turn my head and spot him. Both my hands

were firm against my stomach, pressing my gang
leathers tight against me in scraps, stemming the

flow of blood. Blackwing circled me, and 1 knew

if I could see him—damn him, damn him,
damn him—hed look every inch the
stalking panther.
“It’s a shame that it came to this,
Alejandro. You had potential, once.
But you just couldn’t stay in line.”
I slipped in my own blood, spinning, cir-
cling, trying to see him so 1 could kill him.
Everything was getting darker. He didn’t
make a sound when he moved, though,
gave me only his voice, his idle, matter-of-
fact, malice-free voice, to track him by.

“James will find someone else. Someone else

to run things here in Seattle. Someone else to
arm these savages. Someone else who'll work
with him, not against him. Someone who
knows how and when to follow orders, not
just give them. Truth is, actually, he’s already
found someone.”

“Who knows...” I saw his shadow from the
warehouse’s harsh lights, but when 1 spun to
face him he was already gone. He was toying
with me. With me. “Maybe I'll learn to like it here
eventually.”

“Oh, and 1 haven't told James yet,” Blackwing

continued, while 1 half-spun and felt the world

it fear>—force my broken body to stay uprlght “But
know...
“Just before coming here, 1 found the girl.”

1 felt his shadow fall over me, saw his katana in razor-sharp outline as »
he held it over my head. Death paused to let his final taunt sink in before o
taking me.

From very far away, 1 heard a scream of anger.

I swayed to the side as I saw Blackwing’s shadow start his downward
stroke. I felt the wind from his blade against the smooth-shaved side of my
scalp, then a feather-soft tug as his monosword took off the tip of my ear. -
His form was perfect, his follow-through impeccable. He'd stepped into the
kenjutsu stroke perfectly, and I used up all my remaining strength to reach
out and pat him on the leg with my open left hand.

I let gravity and blood loss and the weight of my absurd mohawk pull
me to the ground. Blackwing whirled away while a slap patch made the
thin fabric of his pants cling to his leg. The laés dose started leaking into his
bloodstream just as Blitzen, a blur dark as Blackwing in my dimming vision,
shoulder-checked him. My slender sword in hand, the Ancient hacked away
at the Tir killer with none of Blackwing’s finesse, but all the augmented
strength and speed Tarislar’s street docs could muster.

Well. I certainly hadn’t expected to see that when I got out of bed today.

The light overhead danced crazily as 1lay in a sticky pool of something warm,
watching the pair of shadows fight with one another. I wondered if Blitzen
would survive long enough for the laés to take Blackwing out of the fight, then 1
wondered why Blitzen was there in the first place, then I wondered why I cared
about anything at all since my last secret was about to be lost to me.

Then the whole world went black.

v

“Jesus, Buddha, and Zeus! Get up!”

I awoke, choking on a desperate gasp of air, to Blitzen kneeling over me
and cursing me back to life.

“Get up! Green Lucifer! Greenie! C'mon, you bastard! Wake up!”

In suddenly sharp focus 1 saw him fumbling with a slap-patch; this one "1
stark white with a broad red cross on it. 1 looked down and saw a twin to 1t




king. I.poured mana into my injury, drew it from the Astral
Itered it through my skill, knitting closed the gaping hole in my belly
fore the adrenaline could wear off and let me die again.

don’t know how long it took me, on the verge of blacking out but not
quite letting myself, but eventually I tried to clamber to my feet. Even my
ear’s delicate tip had grown back, gods be praised. Still chatting away—I'd
tuned him out, to be honest—Blitzen hauled me up as effortlessly as a fa-
ther lifting a child.

“—didn’t know you could do that, boss! Wiz! You and Comet should
talk. Share spellbooks or whatever. She’d love to learn some Tir tricks.”

I focused on Blitzen and let out a quiet sigh. His ork-broad shoul-
ders looked almost incongruous on such a fit elven frame. His eyes were
more almond shaped than mine, belying some Pacific heritage; Japanese,
perhaps? And those cheekbones looked sharp enough to cut, not just el-
X ven-high, but likely Native. The only thing that kept him from being at-
tractive was that ridiculous face paint. The fool kept talking, trying to keep

. me from going into shock by just nattering away at me, his Puyallup-gruff
, voice conversational, reassuring.
: “And who the frag is James? Some guy you owe money to, maybe? This

no-arms guy his muscle? Well, null sweat, boss. We'll handle it. Ancients
look out for their own. No wonder Sting had me tail you!”

He was burning off nervous energy by talking, looking me over wor-
riedly, as devoted to me in that instant as a hound.

“And no worries about that girl he mentioned, either. We'll take care of
her. Seriously, Greenie. We'll find her, don’t you wor—"

He froze, and I let out an exhausted sigh. It only took him an instant
to be locked in place, calcified solid. The strain of casting the spell hadn’t
been pleasant, but the wide-eyed look on his stupid, petrified face was

~ worth it.
' “These barbarians,” I said to Blackwing’s unconscious form. “They don’t
~ know when they’ve killed themselves, do they?”
- Then, careful about my still-tender side, 1 leaned over to pick up his
ery own katana.
v er, Evan. You don’t mind me calling you Evan, do you? 1 won-
ough, if 'm quite strong enough right now to take your head in one
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savoring the taste of victory. Blackwing. Evan Par-
of the Council of Princes, and 1 held his life and

death in my hands. 1 paused.

“But 1 wonder, also, Evan. I wonder about that fool.” I pointed with his
sword, flashing in the dim light and red with my blood, gesturing towards
the Ghost I'd put down.

“Why did James send him, and not tell him about my Talent? Why send
him to, to...to accost me? Insult me? Why send him with a message, unless
the message was one of...of...of...reconciliation?”

I tilted my head, circling Evan-called-Blackwing’s insensate form.

“James had to know. He had to know I'd kill that fool. Who was he,
Evan? Not one of James’ handpicked, no. Too blunt for that. Nor one of
Laverty’s, for certain. Ehran’s, maybe? Aithne’s? Ah, who knows. But surely
not one of James’, no. Not a favorite of his.”

I rested the bloody katana on my shoulder, jangling softly against the
spikes and chains we Seattle barbarians decorate ourselves with.

“So. So he shouldn’t mind him dead, right? Or those ridiculous savag-
es,” a casual wave of the blade took in the corpses of the Silent P’s I'd killed.
“James sent them here for me to kill. As a favor to him. A request. But you,
Evan...you are different.”

“Well, it’s decided. The good news is, you won’t remember any of this.
Or anything else from this whole day, in fact. And that, Mr. Evan Parris, is
saving your miserable, mundane life.”

1 kicked him over and thought about dramatically laying the edge of his
blade against his neck. No, best not. I was still a tad unsteady, and it would
probably kill him. I settled a second laés patch onto his neck, instead, and
then 1rifled in his armored jacket until 1 found it; his pocket secretary.

“Here we are!” | sauntered over and stuck the katana carelessly into one
of the elven gangers, then started typing on the little phone-computer’s
keyboard with my bloody, sticky thumbs. It took me longer than normal.

“All set, Evan,” | set the pocsec’s alarm to go off in a few hours, then
wedged it back into his pocket. Rolling him for the disposable, certified
credstick I knew an operative got before a job—oh, how my mighty self had
fallen—1 hauled him by the ankles toward the door and the Eurocar’s wait-
ing trunk. I nearly opened my side back up heaving the crate of TMPs out to
make space for him, but once he was tucked away, the GridGuide responded
to my voice commands and the sporty little coupe drove off into the heart
of the city. Such admirable obedience the dog-brained car had, driving off
into the heart of Cutter turf and then opening every door while it still idled.

Oh, he'd be plenty mad when he woke up, no doubt about it. Whoever
found the car, doubtless some ne’er-do-well car thieves, would get mur-
dered for their trouble. But if Blackwing was anything, he was loyal to the
Tir. He'd deliver my message once he spotted it on his pocket secretary.




James would, eventually, understand. I'd explained it all to him. He'd nei-
ther forgive nor forget, but...compromise.

I just had to show him that the Silent P’s weren’t worth the trouble.
Show him that the Ancients were still his best—his only—bet. Show him
that they were mine, whether they knew it or not. Show him I could—I
would—rule and treat with him like an equal.

And for that to all happen...

I arranged the corpses just so. 1 picked up
a TMP and sprayed it indiscriminately, then
dropped it, empty, next to a Silent P body. 1
picked up a second, and fired it a bit more care-
fully, a bit more accurately. Puffs of calcium
powder filled the air, big chunks of gravel fell
to the floor. 1 placed a few shots just right, then
blasted the rest of the magazine away.

When 1 stopped maintaining the petrifica-
tion spell, Blitzen’s pockmarked form turned to
a wet, red, ruin. A lesser man may have gotten
sick just from the sight, never mind the smell of
him, but I am not a lesser man.

I thumbed my own pocket secretary to life,
the last ganger’s sleek little Steyr in my free
hand. 1 wedged the barrel tight against my
side—still sore—and let out a quiet sigh as 1 au-
to-dialed Sting’s number.

“The things 1 do for love,”
bodies all around me.

It wasn't quite the literary classic I was ac-
customed to, but the quote felt apt. While the
phone rang, 1 squeezed the trigger. The burst
tore through me and my howl of pain was more
genuine than most of my lies; that was saying
something. My side wasn’t cold this time, no, but white-hot from this fresh
indignity heaped upon it.

“Silent P’s!” I shouted at the phone, arm shaking and knowing it made
the tridview chaotic on her end. “Meet gone...bad...Ambush! Blitzen...
shot!”

Ye gods, but talking hurt. Hell if 1 was going to keep babbling. I made
sure the connection stayed active, and tossed the phone down on Blitzen’s
savaged corpse—I didn’t want it to just land on the concrete and break,

1 quipped to the
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shouting orders, her voice tmny~a d fa r'
with help as fast as they could run atra saddle 1 4

1 worked on Blitzen’s farewell speech whlfé5 waited. He'd d
ing me, of course. Taken one of the race-traitors out W'lﬂ’l the
own sword. The rest gunned him doy v“ ‘-,. ."r
tried to usher me away, then I'd retaha't
avenged him. He'd be a hero. I'd tell Come 1) " i
about it, maybe while she healed me herself. I
had to make sure everyone heard my version
while the sight of his savaged corpse was fresh
in their minds. I'd give her that very blade, ;:
Blackwing’s mono-katana, as a gift, a badge of' &
honor, a legacy to pass down to her baby when
it came. It would be perfect.

I'd get my war with the Silent P’s, agalnst'
Sting’s and Telestrian’s wishes. Sting would
temper it, rein us in, keep us from wiping
them out. Telestrian would be happy with our
restraint, but content after our demonstra-
tion of superiority. Sting’s authority would be
further eroded, my schemes would advance,
the Tir pipeline would stay solely ours, and—
most importantly—all my secrets would stay BT
safe. -

My Tir loyalties and ties. My chafing against
those same connections. My Talent as a mage,
that perpetual ace up my sleeve.

1 drifted as 1 bled, wondering if a point-
blank burst had been my best idea. My
thoughts drifted back and away, to my last vis-
it to her. The last time I'd gone to the Sean o
stresses Union, to the room—and the whore—I'd reserved for myself *-...
perpetuity. My Angel would be there. Her hair was so soft and pale. a_
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cret of mine. Almost my last one.

My last secret was waiting in her belly. I'd dec1ded— s tho !
opinion ever decided such things—that it would be 2
seemed like a good name. A strong name. !

And oh, yes He ll be a handso me |
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rk tried to grope me on the bus today.
lidn’t even notice him next to me until he tried to grab my head and
i Ir down into his lap. Lost in my own world again. Need to stop doing
Especially now.

A couple of other guys pulled him off me when I screamed, but I could

ﬁ ~ see they were looking at me, too. Leering. Fantasizing. 1 wanted to kill
all.

We've only just crossed the border into Cal Free. Long way to go yet,
and that ork’s still on the bus.
~ Why am I here? What am 1 even doing here?

v

1didn't plan to stop in San Francisco. My ticket was for Los Angeles. Get as
far away from Sam and Mom as I could.
. Sam...damn him. Ungrateful little slot can’t even see what he’s putting
Mom through. He doesn’t care. It’s all about him and what he wants. Poor
Mom. 1 know she’s going to miss me. She’s already tried to call several
times, but I'm not answering. 1 don’t think she’ll try to track me down,
though. 'm almost eighteen, and after that she won't be able to anyway. 1
wonder if she even cares anymore—if she even has any energy left for me
once she’s used it all on Sam. 1 hate him for getting to stay home and have
- Mom to himself because I can’t stand watching it anymore. 1 hate Mom for
~ letting him get away with his drek.
& 1 miss them both so much. But I can’t go back. Not yet. Someday, may-
e, but not yet.
~ Something made me stay here. We stopped to change buses, and 1 went
“_ _;{ o the Stuffer Shack to buy a snack while they swapped the bags. But
i ‘i: ouldn’t leave. It was like something in the back of my mind was
N ,.” this was where I needed to be. Holding me here. Pointing
lir '-_— before. Not very often. I'm not, like, weird or
ne when 1 was twelve, something really strong
1y after school. Sam was sick that day, so
s dead by then r' e money had run out
g - i “'rul :‘ - -
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and we had to move and it was a new school, a new neighborhood. Not as
nice as the old one.

The feeling came as 1 was about to leave. I listened. 1 stayed. When 1
got home, Mom was frantic with worry because a girl 1 sometimes walked
home with had disappeared off the street right about the time 1'd have
been going that way. It could have been me. Maybe it was supposed to be
me. They found her in an alley the next day with one arm ripped off and
her guts strewn around her. ] hadn’t even thought to tell her to wait too.

After that, I listened to those feelings.

San Francisco, then.

JULY 26

I found a place to stay. 1t’s just a little room in a crappy flophouse, but I
can afford it for a little while. And it’s almost all women, so that’s good. A
couple of them offered me a shot at making some money and seemed sur-
prised when I said no. I'm not that desperate yet. Hope I won't have to be.
Just thinking about that ork on the bus made me want to puke.

The place smells like booze and sweat and cheap perfume. It reminds
me of Sam.

Mom left me a couple of voicemails, but I deleted them.

v

AUGUST 14
Had the dream again. It was a little different this time. It’s weird, it’s
been changing over the years as 1 get older. Getting—clearer? No, that’s not
it. There’s nothing clear about it. But it definitely comes more often now.
Somebody—something?— is trying to reach me, but 1 can’t understand
them. All I hear is some kind of odd, chittering noises. Clicking. Rhythmic,
almost hypnotic. But it’s not scary, just strange. In the dream, I feel like if
I can just understand the noises, then everything will be okay. Sometimes
I feel like I'm just about to understand, but then 1 wake up. I wish 1 could
record my dreams. I wonder if that’s possible.
Am ] going crazy?




g

I wonder if we have crazy in our family. Mom won’ L -1l me anythis
about Dad’s side. I never even knew his name. Isn’t that weird? He was Qn v
ever just “Dad.”

AUGUST 25

Found a job. It’'s not much, but it pays enough for my room and food. It’s
at a little diner near my building. 1 figured out early how to get good tips—
just smile at the men and they give you money. It’s so easy to manipulate
them. It feels good to have this kind of power.

v

AUGUST 30

I really think 1 might be going crazy.

The dream came in the daytime. Is it still a dream if you're awake? I'm
scared. I was on a break at the diner having a soykaf, and suddenly it was
like I fogged out. | heard the noises again—the chittering, the clicking. Ur-
gent. Like it was desperate to tell me something but I couldn’t understand.
I got this overwhelming feeling of being inside some kind of cave, only it
wasn’t a cave, it was more like a tunnel just big enough for me. 1 felt safe
in there, like I could hide there from everybody. Like it was where 1 was
meant to be. Like it was where 1 belonged.

When 1 snapped out of it, I was kind of folded up in the back of the
booth with my arms wrapped around my knees. The people in the diner
were staring at me. 1 could see in their eyes that they thought I was crazy.
That they wanted me to leave. That maybe they even wanted to grab me
and lock me away. Their faces looked wrong. Their eyes were wrong. And
there was a bug on my table—some kind of shiny black beetle thing trying
to crawl onto my plate. I almost smashed it with my napkin, but something
stopped me.

I got up and left fast. I could feel their eyes on me.

v

SEPTEMBER 12
Two more messages from Mom this week, and even one from Sam. |
deleted them all.

ik
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bui ldlhg— hat 1 haven’t ‘beer :

she and the oth er girls u ﬁ‘
make you pay if you didn’t ha e mon vas ¢ C
crazy and they really did try to lock me p? But now
1 let my mind wander 1 could hear the chittering

1 wasn't asleep. It was always there now. Ever since 1 got
always notice it—it wasn’t distracting when 1 was doing oth

it was always there in the back like some kind of freaky sound
couldn’t shake the feeling that it wanted something. '
Oh, God, am 1 going to fugue out and kill somebodyz st
starts? v
I almost called Mom and demanded she tell me about Dad b £ 1

v

OCTOBER 14
Just got back from the clinic. So glad 1 went! 1 was scared at first. So 1
people, all sick or hurt or some kind of crazy. A skinny baby threw up or
shoe as 1 pushed through to put my name on the list. Everywhere 1 fl'
there were moms with sick kids, moaning guys in bloody bandages, w
en like Blaise in high heels and too much makeup. People were s
coughing, screaming—and the smells! This wasn’t anything like the do
Sam and 1 visited as kids when we were sick. This was some kind of hell
I almost ran. It’s weird, but the reason I didn’t was that 1 focuse 1 .:
chittering in the back of my mind. 1 used it to block out the } A
smells, the misery from all sides. And it worked. 1 didn’t feel lik ,
was looking at me anymore. 1 even made small talk with a coug l
waiting for a few minutes—an ork and a human like me. They
me like they wanted to fuck me. The ork had hisarmina b
human’s eyes were chrome—I'd never seen real cybereye
were eerie. 1 didn’t tell the guys my name, and they didn’t f
The counselor’s name was Margie. She was hum
older than Mom. Graying hair, crlnkly es, the wh
She was really good at making me feel con
then how I'd been un,e % ever since 1 g
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dreams“ahéllc e sounds in
d: visions. .She just listened—listened like

y daytime Vi
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e.fore" in my life. Not even Mom, back

e good.

! “‘ { done, 1 asked her if she thought I was crazy. | was scared—
d s i say 1 was. But she just smiled and shook her head. “No dear,
don’t. 1 think you've just got a lot on your plate right now.” She said
. =t wasn’t uncommon for the mind to play tricks on you when you were
stressed.

1 asked her if there was anything I could do to make it better—maybe
some pill I could take or something. She said it would probably go away
on its own, but she told me about this place she sometimes went, where
there were a lot of friendly, accepting people. The Universal Brotherhood,
she called it. I asked her if it was a church—not that it would really matter.
The whole devout Catholic bit was Mom and Dad’s thing, but I never really
got into it.

“Not a church,” she said, still smiling like somebody’s grandma. “Just—a
place where people go to help them work out their troubles and find others
to belong with.”

She told me there was no pressure—if 1 went and didn'’t like it, they
wouldn’t bother me. 1 didn’t even have to tell them who I was. 1 could just
. go and listen. She gave me a little card with the address on it. Meeting was
. the day after tomorrow. She hoped I'd check it out.

I took the card and told her I'd think about it.

v

OCTOBER 16
I almost didn’t go to the Universal Brotherhood meeting. The place
where it was held wasn’t close to my building, which meant 1 had to take
a bus. I'd just about had myself talked out of it when I found the little card
Margie had given me on the table next to my bed. I didn’t remember put-
- ting it there.
- I'd had another dream, too. A really vivid one. It even had the little bee-
~ tle I found on my table at the diner. Only he was life-sized and wore a top
T and had hrome eyes like that guy at the clinic. He grinned at me with
T ':" and offered me a soykaf. Maybe it was a sign. Weirdest sign
it hey, whate r. obody said signs had to make sense.

‘wh peeted but the Brotherhood’s meeting place
ui 1ng ina nelghborhood about as crappy as
‘Mo "-I the ‘, er b_ulldlngs were empty, with
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plywood over their windows and graffiti everywhere. The UB house was
graffiti-free, though. There was a big colorful sign across the front:

UNIVERSAL BROTHERHOOD
UNLEASH YOUR INNER ABILITIES

I thought that sounded kind of culty, like the Moonies or something
back in the old days. 1 could see people already going in, though, and there
were lots of lights on inside. 1 figured if nothing else 1 could maybe score
some free food. It’s not like 1 was going to let them brainwash me or any-
thing. I hovered outside, searching around in my head for any reason not
to go in, but nobody in there seemed to mind.

The people inside looked normal—almost all humans, and all of them
smiling. They all looked happy to be there. 1 didn’t see Margie from the
clinic. There were some people in green shirts who must have worked
there—one of them welcomed me as 1 came in. She asked my name (I
wasn’t going to give my real one, but it slipped out) and showed me where
the refreshments were. There were other people, too—in suits. Not from
around here, but smiling along just like everybody else. There was another
girl about my age there, named Amy. She was already a member. She was
excited for me—she said the Brotherhood had done so much for her, and
they would do the same for me if I decided to join.

The meeting—1 tried to recall as much as 1 could about it, but it was
kind of a blur. 1t was called a “Discovery meeting,” and all 1 remember
about it for sure was that when those people got up there and talked, it was
like they were talking to me. I'm not kidding. There were like 20 or 30 peo-
ple at the meeting, but it was like none of the rest of them were even there.

They talked about love, and belonging, and realizing your full potential.
Acceptance. How all Humans are brothers and sisters and how they all share
a common soul, or something like that. 1 was a little fuzzy on that part. 1
think 1 checked out again for a while and had another one of my waking
dreams—the tunnels, the buzzing, the chittering voice, but this time the
chittering seemed to flow right into what the woman doing the presentation
was saying. The chittering was music. 1 felt connected to every person in that
room—to the whole area around me. The people, the buildings, the devil
rats, the birds and the bats and the bums—even the bugs. 1t was wild and
creepy and wonderful and scary. My brain felt like it was going to fly apart.

All 1 wanted to do was stay there with these people forever.

All 1 wanted to do was run away from there as fast as I could go.
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I thought that sounded kind of culty, Like the Moonies or something back in the old days. I
could see people already going in, though, and there were lots of Lights on inside. I figuced
if nothing else I could maybe score some free food. It’s not Like I was going to Let them
brainwash me or anything. I hovered outside, searching acound in my head for any reason
not to go in, but nobody in there seemed to mind.

OCTOBER 17

Can’t stop thinking about the meeting. Didn’t get
home till after midnight, but 1 don’t even remember
the bus ride except that some bum came up to me,
took one look at me, and hurried away. He got off at
the next stop.

I wonder what he saw.

When 1 woke up there was another card on my
nightstand. 1 don’t remember them giving it to me, but
seeing it brought everything back: Guidance Session,
October 20, 16:00.

Guidance Session. That’s the next step, if you like
what you hear at the Discovery Meeting. It’s a one-on-
one thing with a UB member where you decide wheth-
er you want to join up. I guess I must have agreed to go.

v

OCTOBER 19

They’re stronger now. The sounds. The buzzing.
The weird daytime dreams. Visions? 1 don’t know what
to call them. I can hear the sounds all the time now,
whether I want to or not. They’re speaking to me, sing-
ing to me in some kind of alien voice that’s full of home
and family and belonging. Of one, and many, and how
there’s no difference between the two.

I haven’t been back to my building since the end of
my shift at the diner yesterday. I think I spent the whole
evening walking around, but I don’t remember what 1
did or where 1 went. I think 1 walked a lot, because my
feet were blistered and raw. Sometimes the chittering
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stopped for a little while—when it did it was like kwas U
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waking up from sleep, but 1 had no idea where 1 was.
One time, 1 was sitting next to a dumpster holdlhg a' .
bloody screamsheet wrapped around some raw meat.

I think I'd eaten some of it. I could taste it. 1 felt full. ,',r_ '
My whole body shaking, 1 bent over the dumpster and
threw up, and then I ran. i

I don’t remember where 1 ended up sleeping, buf‘_ i

nobody bothered me.

v

OCTOBER 20 _
I can’t go. 1 can’t. Something’s wrong. Something to
do with the chittering. 1t’s louder, and it’s trying to tell
me something, and I'm afraid of what that is. It's so easy
to slip back into letting it comfort me. I want to be with |
it, with my family, in the place with the tunnels and the
warmth and the belonging. 1t calls to me for help—and
it wants to help me, too. I don’t understand. 28
I think Margie was wrong. I think 1 am going craz ’ .".' f -
All 1 know is I can’t go to that meeting. M
I can’t think right very much now. I'm afraid the SN o)
something horribly wrong with me. But I know thi
the stuff in my head got worse after the Unive
Brotherhood meeting. Everything that was so rig
so wrong started there.
No, not started. Escalated.
Because it's been there for years
Patient.
Dormant.
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ow fhﬂ' they know where to find me?

J Jvas waiting for the bus to arrive at the station. 1 don’t know where 1
- got the money for a ticket, and 1 don’t remember how 1 got to the station,
~ 50 how could they have known?

_ They sat down across from me. A man and a woman. Young. Smiling.

- Welcoming.

I didn’t recognize them, but I knew where they came from.

“I'm not going back,” 1 said, defiant. I was ready to run or scream if they
~ tried to grab me.

- “You don’t have to,” the woman said. She was still smiling. Friendly.
Accepting.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” the man said. He
was smiling, too. His eyes—there was something off about them, like he
was looking at me through a thousand tiny facets.

“I'm not,” I said again. My stupid voice shook.

“Do you mind if we ask you why?” the woman asked.

“W-why?”

“Why don’t you want to come back? Did we offend you? Didn’t you en-
joy the meeting? It seemed like you were fitting right in.”

“I—” The chittering got louder. I clamped my head in my hands. “Shut
up! Just shut up!”

. I think they knew 1 wasn't talking to them. “We can help you,” she said
softly. She reached out a hand to me, close but not touching. “I think you
know that. If you run away from us now, we can’t, though.”
~ “We’re scared for you,” the man said. Was that a tear in the corner of his
MG ; ? The facets diffused it into little points of light as it caught the grotty
 bareb b hanging from the bus-station’s ceiling.
) ou need help, don’t you, honey?” The woman gently took
lers was warm and soft and didn’t grip or grab. 1 didn’t move,
KIng.
n thing wrong with me.” My voice was shaking now,
de, 1 was angry I didn’t want to tell her that! 1
fr end were just like all the others. But
e distance 1 could

ispered. Ir

‘hear the ti:r'lny speaker 'sal}}ing my bus had arrived.
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“I know, honey, I know.” Now she was tearing up, too. She squeezed my
hand. “We can help you with that. 1 promise. You only have to let us. We
can’t do anything if you don’t want us to. That’s not the way we do things.”
I looked down at the table, scrawled with graffiti. Warmth moved
through me, along with something else. It was so strange—almost like
bugs crawling up my arm. But that would have been horrible. This wasn’t
horrible.
“Your bus is here,” the man said. “It’s up to you, little sister. You have
so much potential. Will you let us help you? Will you keep running, or will
you finally let yourself see what you were meant to be?”

v

OCTOBER 21

I don’t know what 1 was thinking before—what 1 almost did. It would
have been such a mistake. The biggest mistake of my life.

Those two were right. I belong here. The woman—her name was Eve,
she told me—even conducted my Guidance session because 1 didn’t want
anybody else.

You know how when you talk, it’s like the person you're talking to isn’t
really listening? Like they're just waiting for you to stop making noise so
they can say what they want to say? Eve wasn'’t like that. 1 talked and talked
until 1 didn’t think 1 could talk anymore, and she just sat there with me
and listened. As she looked at me, smiling encouragingly, nodding, mak-
ing little noises to show she understood, 1 could tell she did understand.
She heard what 1 was saying. Really heard it. And when 1 was done she ex-
plained to me about the Brotherhood. About how it could help me.

About how I'd never be alone again.

How I'd never feel like nobody understood me.

Here, she said, everybody understands you. Accepts you. Loves you. All
men and women are one in the eyes of the Brotherhood. And I could have
all of that. All I had to do was want it.

“l—don’t have much money,” 1 remember saying as we left the tiny of-
fice and went back out into the main room. The words were like a distant
door closing somewhere in the back of my mind.

“You don’t need to worry about that,” she assured me. “We have the
perfect job in mind for you. Just wait and see.”




NOVEMBER 9

I have a new place to live now, and a new roommate: Amy,
the girl I met at my Discovery Meeting. 1 like her, and she likes
me. She looks at me strangely sometimes, when she thinks I'm
not watching, but that’s okay. We stay up late at night talking
about all sorts of things. 1 know this sounds cheesy, but the way
we get along it’s like she’s the sister 1 never had.

I asked Eve about the special job again today, but she said 1
wasn't quite ready yet. For now, I've been working in the soup
kitchen. I help cook food for the homeless people in the area.
Many of them stay for the meetings, and I see some of them
around the chapterhouse.

Sometimes some of the people go away, but when 1 ask
I'm told that they’ve transferred to other chapterhouses. The
Universal Brotherhood is growing fast—we’re branching out,
starting up chapters in other cities. 1 asked if I'll have to trans-
fer eventually too. Eve says maybe someday, but not yet. 1 told
her 1 wouldn’t mind, and 1 wouldn’t. If that’s what it takes to
be successful here, then that’s what I'll do.

Whatever it takes.

DECEMBER 20

There’s a black metal door in the back part of the chapter-
house that’s always locked. I've never seen anyone enter or leave
it. 1 asked Eve about it today, and she told me that 1 would find
out in due time. “Does it have to do with the special job?” 1 asked,
hopeful.

She only smiled.

JANUARY 4

I have the dreams every night now, but they don’t scare me anymore. 1
still can’t understand what the weird chittering sounds are saying, but now
I can understand what they’re communicating. They're welcoming. Waiting.
They’re happy that I've come home.

Something is going to happen soon. 1 can feel it.

“Here, she said, everybody
understands you. Accepts you.
Loves you. ALl men and women ace
one in the eyes of the Brotherhood.
And I could have all of that. ALl I
had to do was want it.”

OCTOBER 27 ';". -
1 just pulled up this file and realized it’s been age
since I've updated it. I've been so busy that I've bare
had time to do anything every night but fall into bed. My
training is my life now—it’s hard and it takes a lot out o Y
me, but it's so amazingly satisfying. 1t’s like this was what :':‘-' \
I was born to do, and 1 just never realized it before. :
Eve took charge of my studies a few months ago, and
she’s teaching me what I'll need to know before 1 can d ;g-'
the job they're preparing me for. She tells me that it’s goi!F gy
to be a long time before I'll get to the point where I canre-
ally do what I was meant to do, but 1 can accept that. Good
things take time. Even though this is the toughest thing
I've ever done in my life, it feels so right. .

v }

SEPTEMBER 14
I can'’t believe it’s already been almost two years since | began
ing! 1 feel guilty because 1 keep forgetting to update—I'm going
reminder so I remember to do it more often. I know I'm going to war
read through this someday to help me realize how far I've come anc
want to leave anything out. e
The days fly by so fast. ] remember reading once in 'Hh
long ago now!) that when you're doing something :
tice the time passing. That’s the way 1 is with 1
of years have been how a bird m
and allowed tp S]
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ce—not just the voices, but Eve,
d n embers. It’s beautiful. I'm the

ANUARY 12
‘ can’t believe it. I've been invited to join the Inner Circle!

ve told me last night. Amy tried to hide it when 1 told her, but 1 think
she’s jealous. 1t usually takes much longer for a new member to be invit-
ed—she'd already been a member for three years and hadn’t been asked yet.

The Inner Circle is where things really happen in the Brotherhood. And
they want me!/

The dream that night was strange and scary and wonderful—much
more vivid and different than it had ever been before. 1 was in some kind
of glowing, reddish chamber, with shadowy figures all around me. They
were all chanting in some language I'd never heard before that sounded
alien, but comforting. There were weird patterns on the floor. Some of
the shadowy figures wore hooded robes, and some didn’t look like any-
thing I'd ever seen before: they were big and they moved wrong and they
had too many legs. And 1—it was like I was directing everything. 1 was
in charge. I was going to make something wonderful happen. And 1 was
ready. | could feel things moving around in the air around me, glowing
currents of energy, like some kind of force that had always been around
me but that I'd never seen before. It reached out to me, and 1 was happy
to embrace it.

It was like I'd awakened from a deep sleep and was finally beginning to
see the world as it truly was.

v

- JANUARY 20
"'._ My eyes have been opened.

1 ." _clear to me now. And it’s wonderful.
r‘ U .
has changed. Everything.

| = i 5

1initi o the Inner Circle last night. Eve was there with me.

i 1g robe like the one in my dream; she gave me one and

nervous, but 1 did as 1 was told.

1€ 01'1 This was what 1 was meant to be.
e Si 0 me now.
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They took me to the locked door, just as 1 knew they would. 1t was open
now. Beyond it weren't the regular wooden hallways of the chapterhouse.
Instead, we descended into tunnels carved out of the earth. Everything—
the low droning sound, the faint light from small glowing forms high up
on the walls, the far-off shadowy movements of figures that were too alien
to be human or metahuman—felt right. Felt—expected. 1 knew then that
it was the area upstairs that was artificial —this was real.

“Don’t be frightened,” Eve whispered.

“I'm not,” 1 whispered back. And I wasn’t. My nerves sang with joy and
anticipation.

We moved into a larger room, a chamber also dug out of the earth it-
self. The sounds were louder. The smells were dirt and acid and some-
thing else I couldn’t quite place. Flanking the entrance were two forms:
tall, multi-segmented, with six powerful limbs and clicking mandibles and
whirling eyes. They watched us in silence as we passed. I could feel their
familiar minds reaching out to me and with delight 1 responded.

There were more of them inside, both robed humans and the six-legged
forms. The floor was strewn with bones and pieces of bodies—metahuman
bodies. 1 identified the other odor now, and smiled. All of this should have
been surprising, horrific, frightening. Instead, something in the deepest
part of my mind felt—relief.

I had been holding my breath for all these years, and now I could let it
out.

Finally.

Along the walls were bulging cocoons, pulsating with inner life. Inside
them indistinct forms strained to be born—to be reborn. Without realizing
it 1 felt myself reaching out to them, my mind touching their unformed
thoughts, half fearful, half hopeful—and comforting them. You will belong,
1 told them. All of us will belong...

Eve smiled, touching my arm. “Come,” she said softly. “When you joined
us, you were told that your true potential would be awakened. Now we will
keep our promise to you, and you will at last truly and fully join us.”

v

FEBRUARY 13

I've been reborn. I know what 1 am now. 1 am no longer merely Jessica
Watts, isolated and alone in my own mind. I'm part of something greater
now—I belong to the Hive, and the Hive belongs to me. My initiation has
finally drawn the curtain from what has been a hidden part of my life for
many years, waiting to be shown the light.
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I've begun my new life as a Priestess of the Brothe 0 L; 1N

now what my life was meant for. With Eve as my guide, 1

.. n' tin

in ways that even the other members will never truly know.

I've already begun the next stage of my studies, and Eve is pleased with my
progress. I'm learning fast. 1 aid in the ceremonies to create the new workers
and warriors to support the Hive, and I'm learning to speak with these spirits
and ask them to do my bidding. I've never felt so fulfilled. Even the months of
training leading up to this were nothing more than a pale reflection, the baby
steps I had to take before I could walk. Before I could run. Before I could fly.

I think Amy is still jealous, though she doesn’t know anything about what
I've become. 1 wish 1 could tell her, but it’s not allowed. Those of us in the
Inner Circle don'’t share the secrets of the Hive with those who haven’t yet
been initiated. Normally when someone is initiated to the Circle, they're
moved to another location to serve the Hive. Because of my unique gifts,
though, I'll remain here and study with Eve. After that—we don’t speak of
that yet. There are still things to be done here, and much for me to learn.

I must be patient.

v

MARCH 20

Tonight we are complete!

At last our Hive has achieved the ultimate blessing. We have a Queen!

She is so beautiful. She will be Mother to us all, and we will all love her
and serve her.

1 feel blessed that 1 was able to observe the ceremony, and even to help
in my own small way. Watching Eve performing the Summoning, I could
feel my every nerve singing with anticipation. Someday that would be me.
Someday, if 1 continue my studies and serve well, 1 will be called to do this.
I knew then that that was the day my life would be complete. There’s noth-
ing that I want more.

And Amy—how lucky she was! She’d been jealous of me, but now, in
my way, 1 was jealous of her. To be selected as the Vessel for our beloved
Queen—there is no greater honor. 1 was proud that 1 had suggested her. 1
thought she would be so pleased. Her terror when Eve gave her the news
would pass, 1 thought. I don’t know why she screamed so. Couldn’t she see
what a magnificent gift she was being offered? It didn’t matter if she did,
though—the Hive had selected her, and like all of us, she would do her
part. Willingly or not. I '

When the circle was complete and the ceremony began, 1 cou
g b = Y
i iap i "' . ‘4 = Ty -:...L _‘.,-' -

. - JEAL

"y . 5
Yo

€ (O
learn the ways of communing with the spirits, of being one with the ‘Hwb}
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could not P

gled in vain against tk :"‘3‘"'.,'-'5» n‘\ N
and changed, her new shiny black b
wings damp with blood and birtt fluids
her new world. Watched as that part of hes *
was replaced by the potent hungering force of
the others of the Hive, 1 cheered as the process wa CO
Cheered as our newborn Queen fed on the still-li 1
ferings we brought her. 1 smiled as I recognized some of ther
had helped procure: gangers from my old neighborhood. One
from my building. Margie, who had lost her faith. All of then

others, would feed our Queen’s ravenous first hunger. In theq OW!
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would become part of the Hive. All would serve. ang
All would belong.
v
MARCH 30

1 called Mom today. She was so happy to hear from me after all this t
We talked for a long time, and we both cried. It was good to reconnec: v
She asked me how I've been, what I've been doing. I invited her dow
visit me. “I'd love to see you,” 1 told her. “Come down, and I'll sho !_
She seemed excited to get together. Maybe she’ll bring Sam, t
1t’ll be so nice to be a family again... o
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C % eiﬁg wait for backup!”
fficer Mitch Macklusky took several deep breaths as he pressed his
<t < ainst the frame of his disabled CN Patrol One. The handle of his
‘i: la 9"{ felt slick in his hands as he flexed his fingers. He rose just high
S ugh to peek over the hood, but the loud crack of gunfire made him
- drop back down as bullets thunked into his vehicle.

.1‘[ - “Frag that!” Mitch shouted into his commlink. “I saw them take the
- hostages into the warehouse. By the time backup gets here, we could lose
them again.” He leaned to the side, attempting to peer around the front
~ of the car, but another flurry of shots forced him to duck back behind

Ly > cover.

! Lone Star had been looking for this criminal for weeks. Every week,
- they found another pile of dead bodies in an abandoned building in the
Barrens—victims of ritual sacrifice. All they had to go on was a choppy
video from a traffic camera that caught the ringleader and a few of his cro-
nies leaving one of the crime scenes. The leader was a human male with
a shaved head and a large tattoo of a sun covering the back of his skull.
Mitch had been on his regular patrol route when he’d caught sight of the
suspect; there was no mistaking that tattoo. He'd just gotten out of his
vehicle and drawn his weapon before the troll opened fire.

“You will hold your position, Officer Macklusky.” Captain Walcott’s voice
on the comm made Mitch clench his jaw until his teeth hurt. “Backup units
will arrive within ten minutes. At that point, you will arrest the suspects and
~ perform a systematic sweep of the building to check for hostages.”
~ Mitch slid down, his chest armor scraping against the rough pavement,
~ until he could see underneath the car. In the twilight, he could barely make
~ out the troll’s thick legs in front of the warehouse door. The huge cultist
- fired a couple more rounds into the car, shattering the supposedly bul-
let-resistant windows. Mitch curled his arms over his head to shield him-
~ self from the falling glass. When he stopped feeling the impacts against
- his coat, he ok aim and lightly pulled the trigger of his Predator. A small

: ‘;' ppeared on the troll’s kneecap. He fired two quick shots and the
.‘ 1 'walk.
ed t e and stood up, keeping his weapon trained on
an around the back of the car. He quickly glanced

lidn’t see any other signs of movement. Be-
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sides his own quick breathing, the only sound was the troll’s grunting as he
tried to pull himself across the sidewalk.

Mitch turned back just in time to see the troll raise his gun and fire. The
bullet struck him in the ribs, knocking him off his feet. His armor absorbed
most of the blow, but each breath felt like a troll was standing on his chest.
He was sure he'd cracked a rib, but had no time to assess his injuries.

Rolling to the side caused waves of pain to radiate from the impact
site, but it kept him alive as the troll kept shooting. Luckily, his arm was
shaking, and his bullets sprayed everywhere. Mitch rolled until he was
on his back and then sat up just enough to sight down his weapon. Two
more squeezes of the trigger and the troll stopped moving. Both shots had
caught him in the skull.

Rising with a wince, Mitch jogged toward the warehouse door. The me-
tallic scent of the troll’s blood filled the air, but it was an odor Mitch was
used to. It had been years since it fazed him. Pistol raised, he stood against
the wall next to the door, and slowly slid it open with his boot. When it
opened a crack and was not immediately greeted with more gunfire, Mitch
peered around the corner.

The door opened into a small hallway that ran left and right the entire
length of the wall. Peeking inside, he glanced in both directions, but it was
empty. His commlink went off again as Mitch slid inside, quietly closing
the door behind him.

“Stand down, Officer Macklusky! You are not authorized—"

Mitch shut off the audio, leaving the device still powered so the Lone
Star home office could track his movements. Free from his captain’s jab-
bering, he strained his ears to hear anything. He thought he heard a noise
off to his left, so he turned that way and skulked down the corridor, trying
to avoid the grit and broken glass scattered on the floor.

Several doors and windows lined the wall on Mitch’s right, all show-
ing darkened rooms with desks and simple workstations that revealed
the building’s antiquity. Some still had whiteboards hanging on the walls,
though they probably hadn’t been used in decades. The place smelled of
dust and rot, like the entire building was slowly decaying along with the
rest of the neighborhood.

The hallway ahead turned to the right, toward the center of the build-
ing. Before he reached the corner, Mitch heard the loud slam of a door,
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followed by running footsteps He retreated from the F rner, raising
pistol, waiting to see who would come into view. + P TR
A few seconds later, a human male and an elf female turned the corne

l"

5
to face him. The human wore an armored vest underneath tattered clothes

and had a series of brass piercings lining his cheekbones. His head was also
shaved and he carried an automatic weapon. The elf wore a flowing, silk
dress that seemed out of place in the surroundings, even if it was tattered
and had a few holes in it. Her multi-colored hair was pulled back, with sev-
eral feathers stuck into it. He caught a glimpse of a sun tattoo just above the
neckline of the dress.

Before they had a chance to register Mitch’s presence, he fired two shots
into the man’s neck, just above the armor. The man gurgled as he staggered
back, blood fountaining from his throat. He hit the wall and slid to the
ground. The elf whirled and turned to bolt back the way she came. Mitch
fired and heard a yelp, but the woman kept running.

Cursing, Mitch charged forward, slipping in the human’s blood as he
tried to round the corner too quickly. It stuck to his hands as he scrambled
to his feet. He saw the woman burst through a door that looked like it led
into a large open room. Mitch rushed forward and drove his shoulder into
the door, bursting into the main room of the warehouse.

He barely had a chance to glance around before the elf pointed a wand
at him and unleashed a bolt of lightning at his chest. He dove aside, rolling
and just barely getting out of the way of the crackling blast. It was so close
that his hairs stood on end and his skin crawled from the energy. He rolled
behind a couple of crates and fired around the corner of one in the mage’s
general direction. When the gun clicked empty, he pulled it back to reload
and examine his surroundings.

The room was large, easily stretching up the three stories he’'d seen from
outside. Large metal crossbeams lined the walls, forming makeshift floors
around the edges of the huge storage unit. Stacks of metal crates dotted the
floor. Quickly glancing over his cover, he saw that the center of the room
had been cleared of boxes and now held a makeshift altar. It was surrounded
with candles, and it looked like something had been drawn on the floor, but
it was impossible to tell what from where Mitch was.

Mitch saw the primary suspect in the center of the room, in front of the
altar. The sunburst tattoo on the back of his head was unmistakable. He
was now wearing red robes that exposed his arms and showed a frighten-
ing amount of crisscrossing scars. He held a curved dagger over his head as
he prayed. It was the type of weapon that inflicted wounds that would not
close on their own.

On the far side of the room, six hostages were bound hand and foot
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and forced to sit on the concrete, waltmg their turn to be used part
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the border of the e  Cros >
Movement to his side ugh "Y’r tch’s
ing around the boxes to get the drop on |
lightning bolt exploded against the crates, ne nding him. H
gagged on the heavy smell of ozone and soldered me 'f;‘i‘i&? ) S
position, he shot at the vague shape he could barely see. He hez
screech, but fired a couple of extra rounds to make sure she :
He recognized the sound of pounding feet as one of the or ca
ning towards him. Mitch crawled towards the crates, blinking his. _
ously to clear his vision. He tried rubbing his eyes, but it didn’t help n
The crate was uncomfortably warm even through his clothing and arr
he leaned against it. The footsteps grew dangerously close, and then ¢
denly stopped. Mitch drew a magazine from his belt and threw it o "'?"f

i

crates to his side. ]
The shotgun’s boom was near-deafening. The ork had to be sta: din
right on the other side. As the ork chambered the next round, Mitch stc
up, firing the second he saw the gleam of chrome. The shots slamm
into the ork’s armor, but he remained standing and brought his shotgt
around. Mitch used his gun to knock the barrel of the shotgun away, th
lined up his sights and shot the ork in the head. A single bullet seﬂ t
chrome-junkie to the ground. £ Y
Predator still up, Mitch turned and began walking towards the cen
of the room. The primary suspect stood in front of the altar, holding t
knife at his side. His hand twitched, making the knife blade tremb
stood there, watching the Lone Star cop approach. As he got close } V }'
1d see more scars crossed the man’s chest and legs. He wondered ju: f}
cou sS g der t
how much of the man’s body was marked in that way. The top o .8
burst tattoo reached far enough forward that the tip of one ¢ i'i '
stopped in the middle of his forehead.
Mitch aimed his pistol at the man’s face as he advanced. M
Officer Macklusky, Lone Star. Release the hostages, drop th
your hands up, or 1 will execute you.” "
The ork near the hostages stepped forwar anc
weapon around, but the priest held up 2 W
original position. 2 Al e
“Who are yo to think yo y
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1d h 'bimd and a sick smlle spread across his face. Mitch
ed tl tger The priest remained standing. Mitch squeezed twice
His gun fired and bucked in his hand, but the bullets careened off
, side. He heard a clang as one ricocheted off a metal crossbeam. He
paused and looked at his weapon as if it had betrayed him, but could see
nothing wrong with it. He looked back at the priest just as the man lifted
his arm and pointed.

A gale-force wind slammed into Mitch, hurtling him back through the
air. He landed on the ground with an impact that stole the breath from his
lungs and sent his pistol skittering across the floor. Gasping, he scrambled
after it, but got hit with another blast of wind that pushed him back even
further. He ended up at the crates near the entrance, and ducked behind
them to get some shelter from the magical assault. The wind howled as it
roared around the edges of the crates, making them shake against his back.

He looked around for something he could use as a weapon. His gun was
against the wall a few yards away. Not to mention it hadn’t done him much
good in the first place. Glancing to his other side, he saw the dead elf with
the wand still clutched in her hand. He was no magic user, but then again,
he'd never tried before. He scrambled over and pried the wand from her
I fingers, holding it just like she had.

' Ducking around the other edge of the crates he lunged forward, wand
extended. The priest looked at him and he laughed.
“You? A mundane? You think you can do anything with that?”
The response caught Mitch off his guard and he hesitated.
“You've amused me. You will live for now.” His tone changed, became
. more commanding. “Hold him. Pin him to the wall and make him watch.”
) Mitch tossed the useless wand aside. But before he could step toward
the priest, he felt something grab him from behind. He heard the roar of a
tornado immediately behind him. Looking back, it was as if a small whirl-
wind appeared and reached out toward him. Small pieces of cement and
- debris were picked up and blurred through the air, stinging his skin as they
whipped past. What seemed like insubstantial arms reached out and curled
ierou'nd Mitch’s shoulders. It picked him up and carried him to the wall,
1np1ng h1.m there. Even though it looked like nothing more than a small,
~ loc lized sto rm, its grip on his body was rock-solid.
e priest turned from Mitch and walked to the prisoners. He picked
¥ -“ dwarf, and led him to the altar. The dwarf resisted at
BN i Hic hatid in ifront of the dwarf’s face, and
ngly 'o:_the altar and lay down on it. The spirit
p N ; a !
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 forced Mitch to watch as the high priest performed his blood sacrifice.

Two other people were sacrificed while Mitch shouted and struggled,
helpless to do anything. Each murder made the room feel colder and dark-
er. As the fourth victim was being led to the altar, more Lone Star officers
burst through the door. The ensuing firefight was a blur for Mitch as the
spirit threw him at the other cops in an effort to defend its master. When
the chaos subsided, the other ork was dead, three of the six hostages were
rescued, and the priest had managed to escape.

Mitch sat there as the field medic inspected his injuries. The prognosis
was a broken rib, some bruising, but no serious damage. The field medic
said he was lucky to be an ork—a human might have gotten a collapsed
lung or worse. As soon as he was cleared to go home, Mitch got up and
walked towards the exit. His superior officer, Captain Walcott, stood in the
doorway waiting for him.

It was a full thirty minutes before Mitch was finally able to leave the
scene of the crime. During the first twenty, the captain had chewed his
ass out without seeming to pause for breath. When he arrived at his small
apartment, he crawled into bed and passed out without even bothering to
undress.

v

Two weeks later, Mitch knocked on the door to the captain’s office. Wal-
cott waved him inside. Mitch did so, closing the door behind him before
standing at attention in front of the captain’s desk. His office always had a
bitter odor due to the captain’s soykaf addiction.

“You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Sit down, Macklusky. You make me nervous standing there like that.”

Mitch sat down in one of the two chairs in front of the captain’s desk.

“l understand that you've applied for the Nova Vita Cybernetics cyber-
ware initiative.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you explain to me why you're applying for cyber-enhancement
surgery when, last 1 checked, you had four more-than-capable limbs cur-
rently attached to your body?” The captain almost managed to keep the
edge out of his voice.

“Well, sir, | thought that as long as Nova Vita was offering the program,
it would be foolish not to take advantage of it. I think we should capitalize
on any chance to increase our strength in the field.”

“This is all because of that drek with the sacrificial kidnappers, isn’t it?
Damn it, Macklusky, you're a good cop, but you're not a one-man army.
And the fact that youre former UCAS doesn’t change that. 1 don’t care if
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you're ex-military. Wiite 4 company, we functloh a{ nd that
A I'm not approving this application.” nee
Mltch opened his mouth to protest, but his superior cut him oﬂ’

K"

No! Application denied. Now get out of my office and get back to work *1'

Mitch clenched his jaw as he stood and marched out. It took every ounce
of willpower not to slam the door shut behind him. He managed to close it
gently before storming to his desk. Flopping into his chair, he pinched the
bridge of his nose, massaging it as he waited for the headache to subside.

Images of the warehouse flashed in his mind every time he closed his
eyes. He remembered that helpless feeling, straining against the spirit as
he was forced to watch the priest perform his butchery. Not matter how
hard he struggled, the spirit held him there. He'd never felt so powerless. It
haunted him, invading his sleep with nightmares that made him wake up
soaked in sweat. He'd even attempted to see if he had any talent with the
gift, but had been shunned as a “mundane.”

The buzz of his commlink jerked him back to the real world and ban-
ished the images in his mind. He sat up and took a moment to compose
himself before answering the call.

“Officer Macklusky, Lone Star.”

“Mister Macklusky,” a smooth voice said on the other end. “My name is
Mister Johnson, and 1 have a proposition for you.”

“You sure you got the right number? I'm a Lone Star officer, not a runner.”

“You misunderstand me, sir. I represent Nova Vita Cybernetics. We un-
derstand that you're interested in our cyber-enhancement program.”

Mitch froze in the middle of hanging up the call.

“Do 1 have your attention, Mister Macklusky?”

Mitch cleared his suddenly dry throat and drained the cup of water on
his desk. He got up and walked toward one of the precinct’s private rooms.
“Yes, you do. What are you suggesting?”

“It is quite simple, Mister Macklusky. We understand your motivations.
We know that you just want to serve the people and provide the best pro-
tective service you can. We think this is a very noble and valiant goal, and
we want to reward people such as yourself. The very reason we instituted
the program was to find recruits like you and equip them more appropri-
ately for the dangerous world out there.”

“Sound great, but the captain just denied my application.”

“We are aware of the status of your application. However, your captain
is not the final authority on such matters. If you wish, we can arrange to
have your application skip the normal chain of command.”

A faint warning arose in the back of Mitch’s mind, but he ignored it—
almost. “I'm guessing there are strings attached.”

“Nothing too complicated. Of course, we would hke to make SU
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Mitch hesitated. It so like a
get that little bit of ed ge ight be abl
the priest. Maybe if he'd SomE of thqs cybe
saved some of the hostages. i
“I'm afraid I must have your answer, Mister Ma 'J '«":u'
“T'll do it.” - |
“Excellent. You've made the right decision. 111 arrange f

tion to be processed and approved right away.”

v
Mitch and his new partner Elaine pulled up to the front entrance of an offi
building they believed their killer had entered. There'd been a recent string
sacrificial murders similar to the ones that had occurred five months ago, whe
Mitch had confronted the priest in the warehouse. He'd received the case due t¢
his familiarity with it. However, given what had happened last time, he was
assigned a partner to make sure everything was done by the book. <

These killings had been much sloppier than the previous string of i
cidents, but they had several of the same hallmarks. Mitch and Elaine I
tracked the high priest to this abandoned office building, currently lis
for sale. Mitch turned off their patrol car and they climbed out. As the ,' -
proached the doors, Elaine requested one of their hackers to provide acc
to the building. By the time they reached the front door, it was unlc k 1
Drawing their weapons, the two Lone Star officers entered the foyer.

They began a systematic search, starting with the ground flo or f
working their way up. When they reached the third floor, they heard ran: .,‘II -
ing and the occasional crash of furniture. Mitch crept forward to AN
section, pointing down a side hallway to indicate that Elaln sho
that route. She nodded and moved along the wall, trying to circ
the source of the noise.

Peering around the next corner, Mitch saw a light lo
looked like it was coming from one of the large co en
ows danced across the hallway as whoever was in tk
forth. A near-constant stream of mumbling ¢
wasn't sure if it was gibberish or just to
along the wall, his ¢ ttentio ' I
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t was the same prlest with
-vdlrtler now, with stubble on his
e g the markmgs His robes were stained,
tch co ald §m€11 how damp and stale they were from across the
he cri -Ji inal paced back and forth in the center of the room, mum-
s he stared at the dagger in his quivering hands. Every few steps, he
sed and stared up at the ceiling tiles, frozen in thought.
“Freeze! Lone Star!” Elaine’s voice made Mitch look over at her. He'd
~ been so focused on the priest, he hadn’t noticed that there was another
entrance to the conference room. Elaine stood in the doorway on the left
side of the room, her weapon leveled at the priest.

“Be gone, insect!” The high priest held up his hand, and Elaine shrieked
as she was thrown backward into the hall.

Mitch swung into the doorway and didn’t bother to issue a warning this
time. He fired. When the first two shots didn’t connect, he holstered his
weapon with a curse and charged forward.

The priest turned to face his new adversary. “You again,” he said, a feral
grin crawling across his face. “Kill him this time, but make it painful.”

Mitch’s reactions triggered even before his brain could fully compre-

\ hend the situation. He dove aside as the spirit materialized behind him
and attempted to grab him. The spirit turned to face him, but Mitch’s
f wired reflexes enabled him to dart out of the spirit’s way again. Mitch
kept going, heading straight for the priest with the miniature maelstrom
in pursuit.

The priest tried to bring his dagger around to stab his assailant. Mitch
barely saw the weapon—his hand swatted it away even as he registered the
weapon as a threat. One more step brought him close enough to grab the
high priest. He picked the man up by the neck and slammed him to the
ground. The knife spun from his grasp, and Mitch kicked it out of reach.

Elaine burst through the doorway again and fired a couple of rounds at
the spirit. The bullets passed through the whipping wind and sunk into the
wall on the far side. The spirit continued advancing towards Mitch and the
- priest. Mitch picked up his victim and rushed the length of the room, slam-
I‘ B mlng the priest against the wall hard enough to crack the surface. This
Iosi:* the stench of blood and sweat from the criminal was sickening, but
- Mitch was far too enraged to care. He grabbed the man’s throat.

il lfl' 2 j, of our minion.”
1 *? st looked at Mitch and hesitated. Mitch growled and squeezed
throat q aking him grimace in pain. When the criminal
orip a b1t
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‘The spirit paused for a moment, and then vanished. Elaine put her
weapon away and came up to Mitch to help bind and gag their suspect.
Once he was suitably restrained, she started to head for the door, but
Mitch hesitated.

“You coming?” she asked.

Mitch didn’t look at her. His eyes were focused on the back of the priest’s
head. “He’s just going to kill again.” The images of the sacrificial victims
floated through his mind again. Their screams echoed in his mind. He felt
the cold chill of their sacrifice, and smelled the stench of their blood as it
was spilled across the altar.

“No he won’t. We caught him.”

“He got away before, he’ll get out again.”

Mitch kicked the priest hard in the back of the knee, forcing him to
drop to the ground. With his hands tied behind his back, he couldn’t catch
himself and landed on his face with a groan that was barely audible around
the gag.

“Hey! What the frag are you doing?” Elaine stepped forward and put a
hand on Mitch’s shoulder. He shrugged her off.

“Making sure this doesn’t happen again.” He bent over, and picked up
the priest by the neck so he could look him in the eyes. His sweaty skin felt
clammy underneath Mitch’s hand. “He doesn’t deserve to live. If he does,
he’ll just keep on killing. It’s the only way to stop him.”

He pulled out his gun and placed the barrel against the priest’s forehead.

“Mitch, no!”

Before she could stop him, he pulled the trigger.

L1

v

“Your choice of actions in the sacrificial murders case has made my life
difficult, Mister Macklusky.”

Mitch stood in a private office in the Lone Star headquarters, leaning
against the wall with his eyes closed as he spoke with his unseen benefactor.

“Aren’t you always saying that sometimes we need to do hard things
that others might not agree with? That it’s the only way to truly protect
the people we serve?”

“Do not misunderstand me, Mister Macklusky. While we approve of the
end result, we do take issue with the manner in which you achieved it. We
agree with your choice of executing the criminal, we just think doing so in
front of your partner may not have been the most...prudent of options. It
forced us to arrange for your partner’s transfer to a different jurisdiction,
one outside of Seattle. We also had to modify her report of the incident to
more closely match yours.”

H "
bl L-l‘t"' ?5
'i I .




SN

Mitch grinned— he had reported that the suspe -hai b "
resisting arrest. His smile faded as the ]ohnson continued. hﬁ
both accomplished at no small expense.”

Mitch knew this put him further in debt to Nova Vita, but if it gave h1m1'

the power to stop criminals permanently, it was worth it. “1 hear you.”

“Good. Be that as it may, we are pleased to see you being proactive to
help solve the city’s problems. So many officers are simply reactive, allow-
ing criminals to run rampant, cleaning up the messes only after they occur.
It is comforting to see someone who’s willing to take charge of the course
this city is on. We see great things in the future for you.”

Mitch waited for Mister Johnson to get to the point. He knew that they
wouldn’t be having this conversation if there wasn’t another private matter
requiring his attention.

“It is this proactive behavior that we’re counting on for your next as-
signment. There’s an individual who has appeared on our radar. She’s
clearly someone whom our city could do much better without.”

“What’s her name?”

v

Mitch stood at the crime scene, a small side street between two towering
buildings of steel and glass. They were in the business district, where corps
ran their legitimate business fronts and most people went about their lives
oblivious to how the world really worked. Cars flashed by on the nearby
street, splashing through puddles and filling the night with the occasional
horn blast. At least the rain had stopped and the chill no longer seeped into
his bones. His long coat protected him from the wind as it whipped around
both the officers and gawkers.

He stared down at the dead woman. It was pretty clear that the cause
of death was two bullet wounds to the chest, followed by a four-story fall.
Mitch knew this because he’d shot her, then tossed her body off the fourth-
floor balcony. He’'d done his homework on her first—she was a true corp
slitch, through and through, willing to burn anyone who got in her way as
she climbed to the top—including Nova Vita. As he waited for the other
officers to finish investigating the scene, he scanned the crowd.

When he first saw Mister Johnson, he almost overlooked him. The elf
blended in almost perfectly with the surrounding crowd. True, given their
location, most of the gawkers were dressed in expensive suits. However,
there was something else about Mister Johnson, almost as if he told you
to look away and forget he was there. Mitch made eye contact and held it
before walking down a side street near the edge of the scene. He wondered

rr

how many other crime scenes his benefactor had beento.
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Mltch’s muscles relax of their
Mitch did as he was instru and t
the opposite end of the street. A lar e lim
glass pulled up and stopped in front of then I
tomatically and the elf climbed inside. The bod 'I' {,‘w‘"'
indicating he should go next. - 5
Mitch crawled inside and was amazed at the luxurious cabin
were leather, and so soft that it felt like he was sitting on a cushi
Small vents in the roof and along the sides of limo expelled recyclec
a faint aroma of real grass and trees. Mitch only recognized the sme
some of his old UCAS missions into Salish-Shidhe territory. After the
guard entered the vehicle and closed the door, the limo pulled into t
Mister Johnson poured him a drink and offered it. Mitch took the gl
and sniffed. The liquid had a musky, oaky smell.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Bourbon. Actual bourbon, not the synthetic imposter passed off to
common populace. Enjoy it in good health.” '
Mister Johnson poured himself a glass and held it up in a toast-ba 0
taking a sip. Mitch matched the gesture and reveled in the warmth .
spread down his throat and radiated out from his stomach. il
“What was it you wanted to discuss?” Mitch asked. “I need to get
to the crime scene.’ o y
Mister Johnson waved his hand to dismiss that notion. “We’ve already «
covered how this case ends, Mister Macklusky. You're about to receive A{ r
motion to detective for your fine work in tracking down the suspeci
case and shooting him in self-defense in the Barrens. Once our busir
concluded, we will drop you off at the scene of your firefight with the
Mitch sipped his drink again and leaned back into his se 'i" ;
the cushions wrapped around his shoulders to support him. “Sot
good piece of police work.” i -
“Indeed. In fact, my superiors have been so impre d
formance that they would like to meet with you dire y.
proven your worth and loyalty, they belia.v o :
glimpse at the power that could be q 1‘ ou '
Mitch grinned. “Id like nothing
The elf smlle = *ii vho
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il ) e said the road to hell is paved with the bodies of your enemies.
* Hhats '}pt exactly true.

N s littered with the remnants of your dreams.

ap— e all have them. Dreams. We're born with them, and when we're
~ young, if we're lucky to have parents who care and nurture us, and not
- soul-sucking pieces of drek who waste their lives in a BTL haze, we're en-
couraged to live those dreams.

- Buteven our parents can’t stop those with power and influence. 1f they
- want you beat down, they’ll win. But it’s up to you, chummer, to rise from
the ashes.

After moving to Seattle, 1 discovered my Matrix persona, Baron Samedi,
had garnered a bit of rep cred back home in New Orleans. Once settled in
our new doss, the jobs came steady and the clients paid on time. Picked up
a partner named Tex Mex who covered my back enough for me to count
her as a chummer. All was well.

Then a new client contacted me. Easy in, easy out. Only that wasn’t the
whole story, and Tex and 1 found ourselves under fire two minutes in.

I won'’t say I'd gotten a bit cocky. My search hadn'’t tagged the node as
heavily secured because it wasn’t using one of the generic attack programs
employed for basic security nowadays.

The program chasing us through the target node looked like a multiply-
-ing army of black clad ninjas with Uzis. It was an old-school crawler, the kind
~they used to use for search engines. Simple, but effective, and since not many
b &ckers wrote on the fly against them, experience wasn’t something this par-
~ ticular piece of drek worried about. But then again, it hadn’t met me before.
~ l'was good at thinking on my feet, in the Matrix and out of it. Besides,
" 1ad a rep for null-footprint. I needed Tex up front with me. Her rig had
~ more memory than mine, and if  had to write code, 1 was going to need all
) ﬁf -and use hers for the paydata.

1 pulled m back behind a wall and tucked my weapon into my

ket " |Ti in the Matrix, Baron Samedi resembled a dark-
ainted like a skull, top hat, and black penguin
ick hoes, t ugh 1 preferred a nice set of Doc
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There was a slight pause through my cyber terminal as I typed the new
code. Not having my own datajack was flagging as a real handicap, but I'd
never been able to afford one. 1 figured if I got the right dataslave job, the
corp that hired me would spring for the best. And if 1 could maneuver like
pro with a terminal, just imagine what kind of nuyen 1 could rack up with
a Fuchi Cyber 4, or even a Fairlight Excalibur.

“Tex, ready a capture. 'm out of memory.”

“So ka.”

I'm three months away from graduating from a primo High School.
Managed a scholarship on my grades in my tenth year, so my dad trans-
ferred from New Orleans to Seattle. Took a cut in pay to do it. He was
proud. Me...being a human in a school that was 9o% Elf had its...well...it
was drek. First month in, I'd dodged more attempts to end my short-lived
school career than I ever had in the Matrix. The fact | was smarter than
most of the students there didn’t help.

Eventually my newness wore off, but my exemplary grades still fragged
off one of the hotter-headed elves. Real drek sucker named Alexander To-
lemy. Pasty skin, thin white hair, and a face that looked like he had his nose
in the crapper. Alexander hated me simply because 1 used his air.

The fact his father was the head of Telestrian Security for the school an-
noyed the drek out of me. 1 didn’t want to catch his attention, or that of Lone
Star. I stuck to my usual MO: small jobs, stay solid, and null-footprint.

Tex had dreams of being a shadowrunner some day. Eh...not me. Too
dangerous. I wanted a steady paycheck so I could treat my dad in his old
age. Steady, old, and shadowrunner weren’t part of the same sentence.

My search signaled my target data on the other side of the ninjas. I gave
Tex the signal and launched my defense. The idea was to bait and switch. A
crawler acted a lot like a zombie, reacting to loud noises and vibrations. So
1 gave them multiple targets, little laughing skulls to mirror my own. Each
skull did minimal damage, just surface drek really, enough to catch the
crawler’s attention so my own non-damaging movements weren't labeled
a threat.

Slipping past them, 1 found the filing cabinet in the back room. I used
the code the client had supplied, and it opened. The file looked like a lunch-
box. Really, it looked like it was made of tin with the picture of a school bus
on it. 1 slipped it into my bag, moved past the dancing skulls.




At

I pulled out the lunch box for Tex to download.
“Baron—"
“Yeah?”
“What'’s that?”
I dodged a flurry of shurikens as they stuck into the walls and door-
frame around us. “It’s the file—"

She grabbed it, opened it, pulled out a thermos and then tossed the
box at the ninjas. The thermos dissolved, meaning it downloaded, and she
grabbed my arm. “Bounce!”

Her abrupt fear fueled my own. Not wanting to get scragged, 1 jumped
out of the node, not really caring about the null-footprint any more.

The connection terminated and 1 powered the terminal down and sat
back, rubbing my eyes.

“Harkeem?”

It always amazed me how my dad knew when I'd logged off. “Yeah?” My
voice sounded fuzzy.

“It’s after eleven. You need to get some sleep.”

Drek. Homework was done and uploaded already, and 1I'd cleaned the
dishes before logging in. Job was done, but 1 couldn’t sleep just yet. I want-
ed to meet with Tex real quick. Though sleep sounded really good, and 1
could get the chip from Tex after school tomorrow, 1 needed to talk to her.
So I sent her a message.

Gonna grab a snack at the stuffer.

“See you in the morning.” 1 could hear my dad shuffling off to bed.

I splashed water on my face, toweled off, grabbed a jacket, boots, and
a credstick I'd already loaded for Tex. Stepping out into the cool, misting
Seattle night was always a good way to get the after images of what 1 called
Matrix sludge out of my brain. And 1 liked walking. Being stuck at a desk,
and then a terminal—didn’t want to get lazy, you know? | kept my dreads
coiffed and clean, but I also had to keep my figure trimmed for my lady.

Marie Louise. Tall, gorgeous, and all elf. She was also the daughter of
James Telestrian, owner and CEO of Telestrian Industries. So far the big
man hadn’t really engaged in his daughter and my relationship. 1 hoped the
status quo stayed chill.

Tex knew to meet me at the Stuffer Shack over on Pike Street. Porkchip
let us use the back storage room.

The place had gone through three owners since Dad and 1 had moved
to the area. First a little Asian man, then a dwarf with some serious skin
issues. After that Porkchip showed up, an ork with more metal in his head
than I'd seen in our doss. He had cyber eyes and most of his d_ ne
chrome. Even h1s tusks had been replaced with chrome_,p 3 b

= ’ Ay

P i '_ LY _'_I_ .._q._
N, B

ST

B0 L 1y

- Porkcnip wa
already there. . pelly ) L\.ﬂ. ﬁ h
She was pacing too. .-‘-
pened. Her ork physique was.lri. better 1 > than
she had smaller than usual tusks. I—ler pointec cars |
raven hair. Ll
Tex palmed me the chip and I gave her the credstick
eyes worried me. “Hoi, Tex. What gives?” i
“That lunch box was a double-blind, and the thermos is a d
1 leaned back and felt water drip from my dreads down my !
successful parody of a cold chill running down my spine. “A what?
“Data bombs are usually used for corporate drek. They disseminaf
of information into targeted nodes, usually the ones used for ne
rubbed her chin. “They work well for smear campalgns Most poli
hire out to find those kinds of things and frag ‘em.’ L.
“My client hired me to find this one?” ""'
“Dunno. When 1 downloaded it, 1 chipped it immediately be
didn’t want to trip it. Which, 1 assume, happens when someone ope
called a friend—remember the runner I told you about?”
“Yeah...Ardent or something?” .
“Argent. I told him about the lunchbox and thermos. 1 thought ..f'{'
him mention the icons before.” #
“And?” '
“They’re the signature icons for Telestrian Security. Someone ha
ta-bomb ready for someone at your school.”

o
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1 found Marie with her friends down by the tennis courts
night’s weirdness, 1 had good news 1 wanted to share v
when I saw her, she looked upset. )
“What'’s going on?” 1 kept my hands shoved int
school uniform pants as we talked away from her ¢
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Harkeem
involved with drugs in New Orleans. Tl ¢ yot
said he had some information he "a‘! 5
Infotma' >’ 1had a c
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ound all kinds of trash onyou
ht it is } 5 o L‘ut when 1 told him to prove
. Mr. Tolemy came .pver and the two were screaming
e reached out and put a hand on my chest. It took all my
J\ p l' er not to pull her into my arms. “I don’t want to believe it,
he couldn’t find it made it seem sort of ridiculous.”
(e fne on, Marie—have you ever seen me take drugs? Or buy or sell
m? And I'm sure you did your own search on me when we met.” 1
' nked at her. “Did you find anything?”
|  “No”
i “You know Alex has been gunning for me ever since I scored higher than
him on our last Matrix infrastructure sim. And if no one else believes it, I'm
still convinced he’s got his dad to going along with trying to smear me. It
might even be his idea. I'm pretty sure he’s seen this, and that’s why he’s mak-
ing all this up.” I reached into my back pocket, pulled out a print of an email
I'd received last night, and handed it to her. “I'm a straight-up, respectable
guy, Marie. Always have been.”

I watched her beautiful eyes widen as she read it. Her face glowed when

v she looked up at me. “Knight Errant offered you a position?”
" I nodded, trying to stay casual about it. “Apparently they think I've got
' the grades to work in the corp security division in research and develop-
i ment. Did you see where they're offering to continue my education, and—"
Waggling my eyebrows, | tapped my temple. “—install a serious data jack?”
Her grin was infectious, and when she jumped up into my arms, 1
couldn’t stop myself from pressing a kiss against her soft, supple lips.
] “I'm so proud of you.”

“That means a lot to me. I'd never jeopardize this future—our future—
over drugs, or anything else. 1l want to prove to you that a guy like me from
New Orleans can make it.”

She kissed me that time. “1 always knew you could.”

3

ﬁe,n Alexander and his cronies showed up in the tech-lab after school,
.&: eally surprlsed Not happy, but null-perspiration. Cheyanne,
e mother taught tenth-grade magical logistics and history, was on

here. A year older than me, he was attending his tribe’s private

le an ime friends when he saw my icon online and fig-
didn’t have a datajack either, not wanting the
ic. But he 1di on occasion, visit the Matrix
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© “You were warned, Harkeem.” Alexander shook his head as he set his
book bag on a terminal. “Stay away from Marie Louise.”

“She can make up her own mind, Alex.” I kept my voice steady and si-
lently wished Cheyanne would show up now. I'm not defenseless. 1 did
grow up in the New Orleans sprawl. But since arriving in Seattle and
spending a lot more time online, I'd let some of my reflexes go to drek. 1
could probably scrag pretty boy easily, but with all of his chummers joining
in? Not likely.

The elf stopped in his tracks, his expression hardening. A lot of the
teachers at the school were elf, along with a few humans, orks and one
troll who taught physical education. The elf teachers usually kept their
expressions muted. Alexander wasn’t that good at it yet, and what I saw in
his thin face and weird drekking eyes was a bit more than anger.

I saw rage. This guy hated me.

“Not the way 1 hear it,” Alexander continued in his thin voice. “Word
is you've brought your drug culture here to the school, and that’s how
you can afford to live in that house. You have nice things because you sell
drugs, Harkeem. Because 1 know your father doesn’t make nearly enough
to make those payments.”

“You're guessing, Alex.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Alexander, let’s just frag his ass and go. I'm hungry.”

I didn’t pay attention to which of them said this because 1 was too
shocked that they'd said it out loud.

“Well, well, well,” said a familiar voice. “Looks like a meeting of the
dandelion club.”

Everyone turned to see Cheyanne standing in the doorway. He was tall,
with tan skin, and tribal tats on his neck and shoulders. His hair was long
and dark, a single braid down his back. Not a shine of tech on him any-
where, not even the glimpse of a weapon, but power and control radiat-
ed off of him in waves. I wouldn’t have been surprised if one of the leaf
munchers had pissed his pants right about now.

Alexander’s face turned even paler for a second, but he recovered fast.
“You don’t belong here, Cheyanne.”

He took several steps in. “You know what’s fascinating about a totem,
drek-head? They can hear things and tell me. And mine told me what you
just said.”

“You didn’t hear anything.”

“Really? Care to wager about that? If you really know what Mr. Marshall
makes, then that fact alone breaks a whole drekking mess of school rules of
confidentiality, since the only way you'd know it is if you'd decked in and
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took a peek-a-boo. So, unless you'd like to be brought u S h e the
in a disciplinary hearing, I suggest you frag off.” He leaned forward. !

Vi

Alexander’s posse split, but he took his time leaving, shooting me one

last dark look before disappearing behind the door.

I slumped over and banged my head on the terminal I'd been working
at. “Drek.”

He stood in front of me. “Let’s go. We need to talk.”

Cheyanne had his mother’s old car. It was beat to drek, but it moved
when it needed to. And since it was already old and in rough shape, most
of the gangers left it alone. He pulled up near my house and cut the engine.
“Tex told me what you found last night.”

I told him what Marie Louise said about her dad having information
about me selling drugs in New Orleans. “So, 1 wonder if what I snatched
was what Mr. Telestrian said he'd found.”

He reached into his bag and handed me a credstick. “It was. 1 was your
client.”

My jaw hit the console between the seats. “What the frag? You knew it
was there?”

“Mom said something to me a few nights ago. The dandelions talk
around her because they don’t think she’s paying attention, or they seem
to think she’s stupid. She overheard one of the board members talking to
Edward Tolemy about digging up scratch on you in New Orleans. I'd al-
ready done that for a possible chummer, so 1 knew you were pretty much
a null-head there.”

1 gave him a sour look. “Possible chummer? Someone paid you to look
me up?”

“Chill. Not you as Harkeem. They'’re looking for a local decker, and 1
wanted to recommend Baron Samedi. And 1 knew he'd want a file.”

“Who?”

“Tex’s friend. We've already collaborated on a few jobs.”
winked. “I play the Shaman.”

1 held out my hands. “Uh uh, Chey. I don’t want to be a shadowrunner.”

“Yeah, Tex said you were planning on dataslaving. Which is drek, Hark.
You got chops and you got style. You're already getting a name out there in
the Matrix. You get things done, and you're known to be a ghost.”

“Yeah, but I'm not sure about last night.”

“They don’t know who took the data. Mom already checked. James is
furious and chewed Tolemy out. I'm pretty it was all set to seed its way
throughout the Matrix. If it got loose, there’s no way you'd be able to clear
your name.” i

I sat quiet for a whlle, feelinga welght settle on my shouiders ‘But
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Cheyanne

 He odded. i
Cheyztnne hrugge ""ﬂ: 00k, the
another bit of bad news. Mom
it goes missing every time she’s arc
figure maybe the two of you chill should ‘til af
much Telestrian’s influence extends to Knight E
till Marie is old enough to live on her own? She’s o
Al know And don’t think 1 haven’t worried he'd try to get
tory rape.” e
Cheyanne’s eyes widened. “Chummer, you haven't—"
“Naw. 1 wouldn'’t, either. I'm a good man, Cheyanne. Ym_?lk %)
“l do. As for the data, do not open it on a connected system. Mig
to poke around in it, see how it’s done. Once you get the progra
it over to Tex.” F §
Before 1 got out of the car, 1 turned to look at him. “Did your tote
really tell you Alexander said that?” e
Cheyanne snorted. “Drek, no. The dandelion’s got a big mouth+l h
him all the way down the hall.”

o
My locker was sealed the next morning when I got to school. Before' d
turn around, 1 was surrounded by a trio of Telestrian Security and es
like a criminal to the principal’s office. Ll ~'#
I'd never met Edward Tolemy, Alexander’s father. I'd only he d i‘\' ]
but I spotted him first in the room. Alexander was the spittin ’ 1
him, right down to the “I smell drek” expression. _ Jild
The principal looked anything but happy, but 1 wasn’t sur $%
directed at me or the number of bodies packed into her s
get down to business.” She fixed her unhappy gaze on me.
Tolemy brought several students to my office this mornir
sold them drugs on school property.” She held up a
my mouth. “They also searched your locker—
and claimed to have found drugs there.” She looked :
around. “As I was saying before you b: -1 ht M
follow the proper proced es in searchin
~“We don’t have to hay s
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<ers are indeed school property, they
e hool official. Since there wasn’t one
ng you | ‘h ne 1tness, 'I'm going to have to dismiss any

air l thi is boy that you claim you might have discovered in his

/ rﬁy turned bright red. “Mrs. Fuller, 'm pretty sure Mr Telestri-
i have something to say about your lack of cooperation.”

' I'd never seen Mrs. Fuller mad before. And seeing her stand and face
down an elf of Mr. Tolemy’s standing, 1 hoped I never saw her that mad
agaln “Do not even try to intimidate me, Edward Tolemy. You did not
follow the proper procedures, and the last time 1 checked, the school was
not under martial law to be carried out by Telestrian Security. Now,” she
looked at me and I actually swayed back a little. “Mr. Marshall, what does
concern me are the allegations of you selling drugs.”

I waited a few beats, making sure she wanted me to speak. “Mrs. Fuller,
maam, | have never sold drugs. And I have never used them. I would gladly
submit to a witnessed drug test or polygraph to prove my innocence. I've
worked hard since being granted my scholarship, and if 1 did something
as boneheaded as taking or selling drugs, that would be disrespecting this
establishment, you, myself, and most importantly, my dad. And of all the
people I never want to disappoint, it would be him.”

I knew 1 had her when she smiled at me. “Very well put, Mr. Marshall.”

“Mrs. Fuller—” Mr. Tolemy began.

She raised a hand. “Silence.”

“Ma’am,” 1 continued, thinking quick on my feet. How could I turn this
around? It was obvious this was a set up, and 1 was pretty sure from her re-
actions, Mrs. Fuller saw it that way as well. So, the best possible thing to do
now was to give her an out so she could step away from the spotlight and
do some investigating of her own. “If I may...since these students claimed
I sold them drugs on school property, then wouldn’t they be just as guilty
as 1? If there is to be any punishment, I'm not sure justice serves the good
- of the school if an example isn’t made of all involved. You can’t sell, or pur-
- 1|chase, any illegal substance on the school grounds.”
~ Mrs. Fuller smiled. “You are right, Mr. Marshall.” She looked at me and
~ then looked at Tolemy. “I'm afraid I'm going to have to place all of the
- stu s i vlved on suspension pending a hearing on the matter. And

nce M e I-has offered to take a drug test as well as a polygraph, 1

Aog Ly

on why those accusing him of selling drugs wouldn’t also agree
0 n
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Vow ‘: a& d. And angry And glanng at me.
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* Mrs. Fuller’s smile vanished, replaced by an even angrier glare. “And 1
won’t have you marching into this school, disrupting its operation, and mak-
ing accusations against a student who has shown nothing but exemplary
actions since his arrival. Now, if you feel you must do your job, Mr. Tolemy,
how about escorting all the children off campus—including your son.”

Oh, drek.

No wonder he was so fragged at me. Alexander was one of drek-heads
accusing me? Ha! That meant his own son was caught in the lie.

I nodded to Mrs. Fuller, who looked sad and furious at the same time,
and left her office in front of the Telestrian Security people.

Sitting on Cheyanne’s car across from the school, we watched as the
other five students walked out. I saw Marie Louise standing on the lawn
and waved to her. She glared at me and walked away. When 1 leaped off the
car to follow her, Cheyanne grabbed my arm. “No. You can’t go back on
school grounds till Mrs. Fuller lifts the suspension.”

I wanted to talk to Marie Louise. 1 wanted to let her know it was all a
lie. She’d believed me once, had faith in me. Surely she had to know this
wasn’t real, right? “This is a nightmare. What if Knight Errant gets hold of
this and withdraws their offer?”

“I don’t think this is big enough for them to really care, Hark. So don’t
worry. Just trust that Mrs. Fuller will do what’s right.”

“l just want this to be over.”

Cheyanne spoke in a low voice as he watched Alexander walk down the
street. “Hate to say it, but 1 think it’s just beginning.”

5

I got a message from Tex that evening to meet her around midnight at
Porkchip’s. When 1 messaged back to confirm, she didn’t respond. It was
odd for her to want to meet that late, especially without doing a run. 1
hadn’t been online since snatching the data bomb. But | had carefully load-
ed it into an isolated terminal 1 had. It was dad’s old one, not very power-
ful, but steady and reliable.

What 1 found in the data bomb really fragged me off. It was the worst
load of drek I'd ever read about myself, and not a word of it was true. It
was like someone had yanked some ganger’s profile in New Orleans and
slapped my name on it. It was well done, with details about my life back
home, even my mom’s death. Cheyanne had been right, if this thing would
have gotten into the Matrix, it'd be years before 1 could clean all the false
information up—and my life would still have been derailed for good.

I locked and chipped what I had and put it in a good hiding place be-
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fore 1 checked on dad, who was asleep on the couch t: . en

suspension very well, and though he said he believed me, 1 felt at d .

where deep inside, he was afraid it was true. That I'd fallen victim to thé!“

same life that killed my mom. But it wasn’t true, and 1 was sure I'd find a
way to prove my innocence. 1 just didn’t know how.

When 1 got to the Stuffer Shack it was closed, which 1 knew it would
be. Porkchip didn’t stay open past midnight, too many cutthroat elements
come out of the shadows. That and the city shuts half the neighborhood
lights off to conserve nuyen.

I stood on the corner, looking up and down the dark street. 1 didn’t
see any sign of Tex so 1 slipped a credstick into the corner phone. As 1 did,
something very hard and solid hit me below my shoulders. The impact
drove me into the phone. I clipped my forehead on the thing’s top and
dropped the handset.

Another shot, this one to the side of my head, made me see stars. A
third to my right knee dropped me to the ground. For a long time 1 wasn’t
sure if what was happening was a dream, that I'd somehow logged into
the Matrix and gotten fragged on a node, or if 1 was really getting the drek
beat out of me just outside the Stuffer Shack. I managed to ball myself up
as something struck me over and over again, against my head, my back, my
side, my legs.

After so many blows, the pain had created an agonizing wall around
me, something that blocked out sound and sight. It was impossible to
move, and 1 was pretty sure I'd passed out until 1 was roughly grabbed and
hauled to my feet. 1 couldn’t support myself—something was wrong with
my knees—hands held me in place under my shoulders.

Someone grabbed my hair and pulled my head back. I couldn’t see out
of my left eye at all, and the pain made everything else flash red. A sin-
gle streetlight illuminated figures, and recognition dawned too late. Tex
hadn’t messaged me.

1t'd been a trap.

At first 1 thought Alexander stood in front of me. The image swam, and
I blinked a few times to clear it up. It was Edward Tolemy, his father. They
all wore black coats with hoods to hide their pointed ears, but I could see
their faces. They wanted me to see them.

Tolemy reached out and grabbed my jaw, shoving my lips against my
teeth, making it impossible to speak. But it hurt too much to try. “Thought
youd frag it all up, didn’t you? I had it all planned, exactly the way James
wanted it, and then someone went in and just plucked my little treasure

Hired a decker maybe7”
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him pay for e tﬁi ras: \',.!
some puny little human- g t .L
Marshall. You owe me.” bl LIy

“Dad—" 1 had to admit, old sonny- boy / \lex a *‘:
Me? 1 wasn't really feeling anything much. Just a lot of n.
to lie down. I just wanted them to put me down. “Stop. "
to kill him. Mr. Telestrian didn’t want him like this. Let g

“Shut the frag up and watch how your father handles the v
stupid.”

I saw him raise the pipe.

“Dad—NO!”

And then 1 didn’t see or feel anything else.

)
C

6

Six weeks went by.
I was in a coma for four of them. .
When 1 came out of it, | couldn’t feel my legs. My dad told me I'd "f
feel them again. The nurses said he’d been with me the whole time. 1 v
ried that he’d lose his job. But apparently he was given a leave of ab se
Just...it was okay. |
1 learned through an official letter than I'd been expelled from: Iﬂ ‘
after finding me guilty of selling drugs. My beating was supposedly
en to me from some gang I'd never heard of, in retribution fo lo 1g 1
selling contacts at the school. They took it at face value. And bes
could I protest? I'd been in a coma. And when I finally could s
bothered to ask me who did it. They'd already made up the {
beat down of some kid wasn’t worth Lone Star’s attentio
Besides, Telestrian Security handled it all. )
Knight Errant politely withdrew their offer as well. 1
the table by the bed the day 1 was discharged. 1 was surpri
given a top-of-the-line chair, motorized. 1 fig '
didn’t require a baggy and funnel | was paral
but luckily all my plumbmg st111 d
The house had a new ran toc -"11 (]
51demade e questi ‘;,'
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out. Now, you wouldn’t have had anything to do w1th that, wou],d ou? J; ving 1g ! 3
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chair, the ramp. “But everything’s been paid for. Hostn al id it wasac

itable donor, a philanthropist that wanted to remain anonymo hey

paid for the hospital, the chair, and a donation of a half million nuyen.”

Only guilt made anyone that nice.

The single, burning memory of that night was Alexander telling his fa-
ther to stop, that Mr. Telestrian didn’t want me beaten. I assumed finding
any proof that James Telestrian paid the bills would be impossible, but it
gave me an excuse to return to the Matrix.

Everything looked just how I'd left it that night, only covered in a layer
of dust. I'd half expected it to be gone, confiscated by Telestrian Security.
Was my keeping it another concession, a handout for paralyzing me?

More than a month had passed since I walked in the Matrix, and it felt
good to walk, even if it wasn’t real. 1 skipped dinner, and then saw the dawn
come up, and still hadn’t found anything tying the mysterious philanthro-
pist to James Telestrian. There wasn'’t a shred of tangible proof, but there
was my gut. And the empty pit inside of it would never forgive what they’d
done to me.

Marie Louise blocked my calls. She accepted my guilt, just as all my
“friends” had. Dad never saw her at the hospital while 1 was in the coma.
She never came after 1 woke. Maybe she’d written me off, and maybe her
love wasn’t what I'd believed it to be. But you see, mine was. And 1 still
loved her.

My anger charged my vow to prove to her that her father had set me
up. I was innocent. But no one cared. My future was gone, along with my
hopes and my legs.

My road was paved with broken dreams.

It took a week to rewrite the bomb, disengaging protocols and making
sure it would never be linked to me. But it would have Baron Samedi’s
smiling skull on it.

As the Baron, 1 could move in the shadows and be nothing more than
smoke.

I
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ocoed hi f]
Star’s news - ‘. ':, PR
Boom. N 1k ”.' o L'
Within a day, Edward Tolemy w Ja s arre
en territories for kidnapping, s HI.*( i
of other offenses that would keep hlm tied 1% 1
years. And since elves were long-lived, it'd haunt h
The trideo crews were at his home when Lone. “' s
James Telestrian was on the trid giving a simultaneous speec]
ing Tolemy’s actions, claiming to have no knowledge of wh: ¢ j
security had done, and declaring he’d get to the bottom of everyt!
make it right. (b4 Ty
1 made sure 1 was front and center for Edward Tolemy to see. I
to be the last person he saw before they took him away. I smiled at h
he passed, so he’d know what I'd done to him. -
James was embarrassed, if only for a short while. Tolemy was disg
And Alexander? Seems the poor distraught elf was caught cheatir
fingerprints found in the school’s node, evidence that he'd decke?i
changed his grades. Too bad. So sad. f. B3
Was 1 happy? Best as 1 could be. 1 still had half a million of \ r
believed was James Telestrian’s money squirreled away where eve
couldn’t touch it, enough to get a top of the line data jack and the p
deck. Argent was ready when I was. Y o
It’s been five months since 1 came home, and every night 1 dive the
trix. 1 don’t call myself a Shadowrunner. 1 find what people wan l' nd .
the while 1 look for the opportunity to find the data I neec to cle
name, and show Marie Louise the truth. i
And maybe, just maybe, the road to hell won’t be so painfu

W



- Al AN RE Y, i,

= il i
\

i ah -;Tutshh: | Y
BUT LOYAL TO HIS SALT

JASON SCHMETZER
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as It y on the chair. he was too heavy—too dumb and heavy, he heard his father’s voice in his
eal lace. | mind—for the woodwork.
illy lace. The chair held.
i i chofield looked down on the seat cushion, at the small patch he Arik squeezed the credstick until his father’s voice was gone. It didn’t
see between his legs, and tried not to frown. He knew he was frown- ~ matter how big and dumb he was now. Alejandro Kylisearn had seen to

g anyway—he knew it from the way his tusks rubbed against his upper  that. And tomorrow, just after the sun came up, he'd see to Alejandro’s in-
ﬁ ~ lip—but he didn’t want to be. A woman wouldn’t stop to talk to a frowning  terests in the city. The credstick rolled more smoothly between his fingers.
' Another door opened.

Not that many women stopped to talk to Arik. Or any other ork—well, Arik stood.
~ okay, ork women would talk to him, but he didn’t like ork women. The “Not yet,” the woman behind the desk said.
* tusks got in the way when he tried to kiss them...Arik shook his head. Arik sat down again. He tried to ignore the woman who stepped out,
Don't be thinking about tusks. He looked up from the chair and its lace and ~ but she was even younger than the first, and taller, with more defined
~ glanced around again. muscles and even less fabric. Arik’s nostrils flared as she walked by. She
~ If someone had told him a year ago that he'd be sitting in the Seam-  smelled—smells, hell, I can taste her on the air—stronger.
- stresses Union, he'd have punched them. A brothel? Sure thing. In Red- The credstick rolled. There were plenty of doors left.
mond? Zero static. But the Union? He'd never thought that he'd make it A doorknob turned.
~ inside in a hundred years. Arik lurched upright.
Yet here he was. “No.”
He looked around at the room. It wasn’t much—darkly lit, a small desk He sat down.
with a woman engrossed with something on her personal secretary, two Patience, he told himself. Mama always said patience was the key to any-
chairs—also with lace on them—and a series of doors. The woman had tak-  thing. Arik hadn’t been too good at too many lessons—he was an ork, after
en his name, pointing him at the chair, and gone back to her reading. all, and no one had ever hidden that fact from him—but he'd paid atten-
Arik huffed and settled back in his chair. Soon. He rolled the credstick  tion when mama talked.
_in his left hand through his fingers while he waited. It helped him to be His phone chirped.
- touching something real. If he didn’t pay attention he might miss some- Arik stood up.
r hing, and the whole experience seemed unreal enough already. There was “Not yet,” the woman said again. Arik ignored her as he dug his phone

L small T engraved on the end of the credstick. Arik rubbed his thumb over ~ out and opened it.
t. If it weren’t for Alejandro, he’'d never have the chance— “What?”
5 e door nearest him opened. A young woman wearing something “It’s time,” Achoo said.
white ar diaphanous and nothing else stepped through. Arik lurched up- “Tomorrow,” Arik said.
F

1t g to stz nd up straight like his mother had taught him. “It got moved up,” Achoo said.

yet,” | marn behind the desk said without looking up. “What?”

€ 'young woman walked by, all wafting folds of fabric “It got moved up.”

lis nose tingled. That tingling made other parts “l heard you,” Arik said. He looked around the room again. “Why?”
»man at the desk, but she still didn’t look “You want me to call Portland and find out?” Achoo asked. “They don’t tell
or the telltale -,_ k that would tell him  me that drek, man. We're moving on the checkpoint now. There’s no time.”
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Arik frowned, tusks or not. “Wait for me.”
“Can’'t—new timetable starts in twenty.”
Arik closed his eyes. “We can’t get there that fast.”
“You can’t—I can. Fidel and Victor will go with me. Get there as quick
as you can, hey?”

“Be careful.”

“You, too.” Arik closed his phone and slid it into his pocket. The woman
behind the desk was looking at him. “What?”

“We don’t allow phones up here,” she said.

Arik squeezed the credstick. He looked down at the still closed doors
and breathed in deep through his nose. Perfumes and other smells per-
meated the air. There was lace on the chairs. The air was warm and moist.

We're going early, he'd said. Early, hell—you're going before I even get my reward.

He wanted to remember it all.

“T'll take the phone out,” he said, pocketing the credstick.

“Your appointment...”

“I'll have to reschedule.” He walked down the hall to the elevator.

v

The car was where Arik had left it, which was saying something in Redmond.
There were a few gangers down the street, but they scampered when they
saw him come out of the Union and head toward the beater. It might have
had something to do with the Tir marks on the plates.

Or maybe the Union had an agreement—certainly the Seamstresses
wouldn’t want their clients inconvenienced—with the nearby gangs. Pro-
tection wasn’t the oldest profession in the world, but it was pretty damn
old. Gangers in Redmond weren’t slags—slags got scragged.

Arik got behind the wheel, then pulled his phone back out and dialed
Portland. The line rung out without anyone answering. Arik redialed and
waited.

It rung out again.

“Frag.”

It wasn’t supposed to be this early. He wasn’t—his team wasn’t—set up
for a night job. The port would have lights, of course, but what if they
got shot out? Arik had an ork’s night vision—it wouldn’t bother him. But
Achoo and Victor were humans; Fidel a dwarf.

“Frag.”

He started the engine—ignoring the rattle of the exhaust system and
whatever metahuman thrash metal band was playing on the rad.l
pulled out into traffic.
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waterfront, collecting the taxes, payir
the seaborne freight meant for the e ation to the s
It wasn’t Arik’s place to be told all te pﬁﬁ’ )
know why Alejandro wanted to take the Seattle
er-in-law’s underlings. He didn’t need to know.
Alejandro Kylisearn paid Arik’s salary, and he’d done him
boons. That was another lesson his mama had taught little Ari
before pushing him out of the house right before she dropped her
A man—an ork, a human, anything—kept his word and stayed
his salt. Arik didn’t know what salt meant; Alejandro had never give
a condiment. But he knew what loyalty was. b
And he knew it was important. Because it felt important. . r
So if Alejandro wanted the Tir elves off the wharf, Arik would blc
well take the wharf. ""'
As he drove, he patted his pockets. The pistols were still there, on:
his hip and another on his thigh. The knives were still on his hlp, balat
the knife, and no one had been near his boots. iy
From the itch, his razor fingers were just fine. And the smartwi ¢
arm didn’t come out—there was no way he could have misplaced that
He dialed Achoo again, praying the small human would answer, but
line rung out a third time. Arik didn’t leave a message. He was too far a
to change what would happen. If Achoo said the timetable was ha
it meant the other teams were moving, too.
Why had they gone early? L
Arik didn’t need to know why they were doing it—but it might
life that they were doing it early. 4 {
Even Mama wouldn’t have said that was too much to ask.

v

They had started the party without him. '
Arik pulled the car to the side of the road a g
from the security fence, but he co :
teams’ guns and the security troops at tl
was ﬁuppose _,1 hold. Th
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one o other teams.
e, beater and wal ed to the trunk, watchmg the
At least C of the other teams was waiting for him to
e e. He unTatched the trunk and regarded the contents. What
| planned for the morning was out. He wouldn’t need the fake se-
1 niforms. Or the hats. Or the paralyzing gas.
lk mgﬁed Along with what he was wearing, he only needed one more
hing: the big Mossberg auto shotgun resting beneath the piled clothes. He put
spare shells into his pockets and half-shrugged out of his armored trench coat.
The sling for the shotgun went over his right shoulder, and then he shrugged
the coat back up. The gun hung down along his leg, where it wouldn’t be easily
seen. He slammed the trunk and walked up to the next car.

An elf with a glowing green tattoo over half his face looked up at him
from the driver’s seat. “Schofield,” the elf said. “Letting your kids play?”

“Beren,” Arik said, nodding. “You didn’t think of helping?”

“You boys got the gate,” the elf said. “Our brief is the wharf.” He shift-
ed in his seat to jerk a finger behind him. “Lothiel and her little slags are
two cars back on the other side of the street. Don’t bother asking for help.
They’re waiting to go in and get the security office.”

Arik looked up at the ratty van parked across the street. “You don’t think
the sec office knows we're here?”

Beren laughed. His tattoo fluoresced when he moved, flashing like a
soft strobe in the darkness. Arik wondered if he had a mask or something
for when the shooting started, but decided he didn’t care.

“How long they been at it?”

“Not more than five minutes.”

Arik pulled his phone out. “They could’ve called.”

Beren laughed again. “Not a lot of time to dial in a firefight, ork.”

Arik didn’t laugh.

“Guess I'll get on, then,” he said. He started walking away from the car.
He didn't like playing the big dumb ork, but drekkers like Beren deserved
it. The stupid elf slag thought he was a god’s gift to the world since he had
polnted ears and a clean smile. He'd said enough.

‘ - Five minutes. What the hell could be taking five minutes? Achoo was a
aJ et’k't planner than that. Anything that involved shooting should've been
= ove ute or less. Five minutes meant both sides were hunkered down

[ ng bullet convmcmg each other they were still there and not leav-

mbed the dial button on his phone and held it to his ear.
Tl
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unds of gqnﬁre he heard the chirping of Achoo’s
t of him and off to the left. Arik pocketed his

1.4‘

' phone and squinted, looking. The entire face of that building was boarded

up and blocked with brick, and the sidewalk beneath was an almost-un-
broken line of Dumpsters.

He wouldn’t... Arik squatted behind the last of the cars before the
street split into a t-intersection at the fence line. From where he was he
could see the guardhouse. The steel-reinforced brick was enough to stop
an anti-armor rocket, but it looked like Victor had been fool enough to
shoot his off anyway. The facade was cracked and blackened but not bro-
ken, and assault rifle muzzles poked out of each of the three firing ports
on that side of the building.

Arik leaned back and closed his eyes, thinking.

Five minutes. 1f the guards were going to call for police help—Lone Star
or otherwise—they’d have been here by now. The fact that none had ap-
peared, and that Lothiel and her merry band of deckers was still nearby,
meant the Star hadn’t been called. The Tir guards were trying to keep it
in-house. Which means...

From down the street behind him came the howl of a siren. Not the
high-pitched job the Star used, but the more whiny rawr of a private secu-
rity van. Reinforcements from the Tir security post down the road. More
of the High Prince’s Seattle-based goons.

Pulling a headset out from an inside pocket, Arik slid it over his ear. It
was a tactical rig with a black rubber gasket that covered his left ear and
hung a microphone down near his chin. The battery wasn’t much, which
meant the range wasn’t much, but it should be close enough. He thumbed
it on and leaned around the rear of the car.

“Boys?”

“Where the hell you been?” Achoo shouted, loud enough that Arik heard
it twice, once through his earpiece and a quarter-second later, through the
air. The syncopation was distracting in a clinical sense, but he didn’t care.

“I told you 1 was too far away,” Arik said. “What’s the deal here?”

“They saw us coming.”

“Might that have been the rocket?”

“Might have.”

“More sec coming from behind,” Arik said. The siren was getting loud-
er. He saw the blue flashing lights reflecting off windows at the other end
of the building.

“Yeah. Lothiel’s girls decked in and shut down all the calls to the Star or
anyone else, but the bastards had an old, sound-powered phone to the next
station down the line. They passed the alarm to the ready squad.”

Arik bit the center of his upper lip. Because of his tusks, that was all he
could bite. If this had been the morning, the flying squad would have got-
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ten lost. They'd already paid for that. They hadn t even cor S ,b . .v:
buy off the night squad, because they weren’t going at night.

&

The lights were bright enough and the siren loud enough that Arik
knew the van was nearly there. He leaned forward, putting his weight on
his feet and getting ready to stand.

“I've got the van,” he said.

Tir security vans in Seattle weren’t high-armored jobs. The elves didn’t
want to spend that much on the largely human and ork security force they
paid for in the great city. If this had been Portland, the Walled City’s secu-
rity forces would've been riding in what was more or less a tank.

But this wasn’t Portland.

Arik leaned forward onto one knee as the van came screaming up. Raising
the Mossberg, he snugged it tight to his shoulder, keeping the muzzle down,
and waited. The truck was fifty meters away. Forty. It passed Beren’s car.

“Keep your head down, points,” Arik muttered, and slid out from be-
tween the cars. The Mossberg kicked. The tingling in Arik’s palm told him
the smartgun adapter was talking to the wires in his hand and his head,
and his shots went where he wanted them.

He fired three rounds. The big automatic shotgun blasted the three
buckshot loads out in just over a second. The recoil punished Arik’s shoul-
der. He noticed none of it. He was watching the fall of his shots.

The first round shattered the driver’s window. The second round went
through the new hole, finishing the job that the first shell and the shat-
tered glass had begun, flaying the driver’s skull to the bone.

The third shot took out the left front tire in a blowout that was loud
enough to rival the sound of the Mossberg’s own shots.

All of this took little more than one second.

Another second later, the three remaining tires were screaming.

Two seconds after that, the van was on its side, steel screaming and
shedding sparks, sliding toward the guardhouse.

Two seconds after that, the van slammed into the guardhouse. The tough
building shrugged off the impact, but noise had to have been horrendous. All
three assault rifles stopped firing as their wielders flinched back.

“Damn,” Victor said over the radio.

Arik watched the van burst into flames. A man climbed out of the now-
on-top passenger door, his back and arms on fire, and fell to the pavement.
He struggled, screaming, for a few moments, and then lay still.

Arik fed three new shells into the Mossberg’s magazine.

“I'm glad you showed up,” Achoo said. Then he sneezed

And thats why hes called Achoo.
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“Of course it is,” Arik said. No ."r‘!. ¢
van before Beren and Lothle‘fd‘.and all the ers v

around watching could get through to do th s part. .
“We can get them now,” Fidel cried. Arik spun on his kn
back toward the Dumpsters. The squat dwarf came rur
hind his cover, the tube of another rocket launcher jutting
der and a subgun clutched in his hands. He moved with s
for someone with such short legs. -
“Get back here!” Achoo called. Rl s
“Come on!” Fidel shouted. ' '
“Son of—" Arik reached up and covered his mike with hlS hJI .
back to cover, you damn fool!” he shouted. o
A burst from an assault rifle burped through the air and cut the dwar
legs out from under him. Another burst ripped the night when he sl
stop, thudding into his body armor and the thin flesh beneath. Aﬁ 1
a gurgling grunt in his ear, and then nothing.
“Son of a bitch!” Victor shouted. “T'll kill—urk!” ) 'f
From the sneeze, Achoo had just tackled the other man. Arik cou
see them. What he did see when he looked back toward the gate was
trying to crawl out of the passenger door that now pointed toward t e
Arik didn’t bother trying to shift the shotgun around—his left hand di
the cross-draw pistol from its hip holster. He aimed the gun and g
single round in one motion, then reholstered. o
He didn’t miss. 2
He never missed.
“Can you see Fidel?” Victor asked, over the radio.
Arik looked. “Yeah.”
“Is he alive?”
“No.”
“Frag.” il
Arik looked back at the guard shack. No more firing
That was bad. It meant the slags inside where getting sm
when they didn’t have to. It meant some dras
Frag

L3



ed t 1er.”
S¢ to th > bu ‘-* Arik said patiently. “Which means 1
| the van. To get behind the van, 1 have to cross the street.

they're looking at me.”

Yeal ah,” Arlk said. “On a three count, okay?”

.-J - “Three,” Achoo said, and the snarl of a submachine gun echoed down
~ the street. Impacts and ricochets sparked from the guardhouse’s walls. Arik
leaned far enough over to see as the hammering of the guards’ assault rifles
started again, counting muzzle flares. There were still three.

“Keep looking that way,” he grunted, and heaved himself to his feet,
Mossberg held across his chest. A few pulse-pounding seconds later, he
was across the street and sliding on his knees toward the rear of the van.
His chest burned as he sucked in huge lungfuls of air—he’d run the whole
way holding his breath.

“I'm clear,” he said.

“Hooray for you,” Achoo snarled. “Now do something, ‘cause Victor got
away from me.”

Arik twisted around the back of the truck. Victor was running, half-
crouched, toward Fidel’s body. He held the trigger down on his sub gun as
he ran and had his machine pistol out as well. More impacts sparked off
the guardhouse. Arik was close enough to hear the lead going thock-thock-
thock against the tough wall.

“You stupid slag,” Arik whispered, but he moved, too.

Maybe he’d be fast enough.

1t'd be risky.

That was part of loyalty, too. He'd learned that the first time someone
had saved his life when he’d done something stupid. A man did what he
said he would do—even saving dumbass slags from themselves.

Four steps put him around the burning wreck of the van and against the
side of the guardhouse. His weight slamming against the wall must've made
~ anoticeable sound inside—a gunport snapped open by his right thigh, and

10ving.
Nossberg he brought the butt around and down like a sledge-
el '- ocking it back into the guardhouse with the force
ere was a cry of pain and the rifle went off,
pen two of its rounds on the interior wall. Arik
L"l. 10 'I d the corner. of the building.
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* Ifhe'd been inside, the next thing through that gunport would be a gre-
nade. He wanted to be around the corner if that happened. And what if the
guards inside are smart, he snarled at himself, and drop one out this side, too?

Then you die, chummer, he told himself. Life’s a risk.

There was grunt cut short in his earphone. Arik frowned and looked
down, watching the ground, but he knew what he’d heard.

Victor was hit.

Around the backside of the guardhouse was the door. There were two
firing slits in the wall, but none in the door itself. There was a recessed
cubby above the door where a camera would go, but it had shot out long
ago. Arik stood with his back against the door and worked the Mossberg’s
action, ejecting flechette shells.

“I hope it was worth it,” Achoo said, his voice thick.

“Me, too,” Arik said. He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handful
of heavier shells. They felt reassuringly solid as he fed them into the shot-
gun’s tubular magazine, and they should. He didn’t load slugs for too many
things, but busting a door was one of them.

According to the plan, Victor had pocket charges to blow the door.

But Victor was out on the street, dead with his dead boyfriend.

Arik stepped away from the door and shouldered the big auto shotgun.
Needs must, and all that, he told himself, and prayed his smartgun would
put the shells where he told them to go.

BOOM. BOOMBOOMBOOM.

The shotgun was ripped from his hands and his trench coat punched
him in the chest as a ricochet hit the Mossberg. Arik stumbled back, shak-
ing stinging hands and praying there’d still be fingers when he looked, but
his eyes were focused on the door.

The shells had done their jobs. The door hung half-open.

Arik recovered his balance and lunged forward. One kick from his
size-fourteen boots broke the door free from one side. He slid through the
doorway, his hands already drawing his pistols.

There were four guards inside, not three. Three were trying to bring
long-barreled assault rifles around. Empty magazines littered the floor,
and the burning, cloying smell of propellant was so strong Arik’s eyes were
already watering. The fourth guard lay on the ground, clutching his shoul-
der and cursing.

Arik fired. He started on the left and went to the right, dropping to his
knees as he did. Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam. Metronomically, even if the space
between each shot was too small to measure outside a lab.

More propellant, subtly different from the rifles’, made his nostrils
twitch.
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holes in their heads or chests. el

b

thought. And thanks to Alejandro Kyllsearn for paying for it.

He keyed his radio. “It’s done.”

“Bout time,” Achoo said. “I'm hit, by the way.”

“Boost a car out there,” Arik said, holstering his pistols. His hands
ached. He looked down, counting bloody fingers, and watched them shake.
“Something big enough to shove the van out of the way. Then go tell Beren
and Lothiel the way is open.”

“l already told him, drekker,” Lothiel’s voice said. “Nice security on your
radio net, by the way.”

Arik closed his eyes. “Just get it done,” he told them.

Then he sat down.

v

The sun was just coming up when a car appeared from the direction of the
wharf, coming toward the gatehouse. Achoo was still sitting outside, one
hand clamped over the wound in his shoulder. Arik was inside, trying to
watch the cameras and listen for the phone to ring. All it would take was
one missed check-in from a Star switchboard, if Lothiel’s girls hadn’t done
their decking right.

They probably had. The phone hadn’t rung.

But there was a chair inside.

If you didn’t mind the smell of dead sec guards.

Arik stepped outside at Achoo’s summons, hands thrust into his belt to
hold his trench coat open. He'd need the pistols quickly if he needed them
at all.

“That looks like the boss in the back,” Achoo said, as the car slowed at
the gate. Arik squinted. Son of a—

“Sir!” he said, as the window trolled down.

Alejandro Kylisearn sat in the back of the limo. He had a fluorescent
green mohawk. He looked tired, though Arik didn’t judge him for that—
they were all tired. He looked at Arik and smiled a half-grin.

“Schofield,” he said. “Good work last night.”

Arik doubted his lord had any idea what had happened during the
night. Nonetheless, he said thank you. Alejandro looked through the win-
dow at the wrecked van, on its side, and the blackened building. He looked
at Achoo, sitting and seeping blood.

“You had some d1fﬁcu1ty7”
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Ale]angro fr wned.
attle for a while.” ]
“Here?” Arik blurted.
“Yes—my cousin would prefer that 1 tak
“The Ancients?” K
“They’re an association—" Alejandro began, but he s
saw Arik nod. “You know them.” ' L
“Yes,” was all Arik trusted himself to say. The Ancients were :
ation in the sense that a mob was an association. They were a gar
a thing by its true name. |' S
“The High Prince was quite—insistent,” Alejandro said h

twisting into a moue. ¥l
He lost, Arik realized. Whatever this all was—whatever Fldel an 9 '
died for, he lost. He’s been banished here. He tasted copper in the back

mouth. His palms tingled. S
“What will that mean for me?” he asked. “For my men?” " 3
“I'll see that you're paid,” Alejandro said. “A man keeps his word.

looked down at his lap for a second. “But I'm not sure how long it
before 1 call again, Arik.” i
He lost. 1t was everything Arik could do to keep from sucking
tween his tusks in anger. All of this, tonight. i -.r by
For nothing.
“1 will be here when you call,” he forced himself to say, beca
loyal man. His mother had raised him that way. But as he watche
drive away, he licked his lips and forced his mind—his not-qui
but never-all-that-fast mind—to work a problem over in hi

I am a loyal man, he told himself. But what does it mean t
man who is not loyal back?
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rﬂz‘,ridrculous
'l! seated elf paused, pretending to fight to control the partially-eaten
stack cheddar, bacon, mushroom and pineapple RealMeat'™ burger he'd
hut to bite into as the speaker had silently approached and stopped an
N lbngth from his table. He feigned surprise at the man’s presence, though
" e'd felt him nearing—even through the hard rain—from nearly a block away.
-Qthchmg ever-so-slightly—as if it was involuntary—and willing his pupils
- todilate just so, Harlequin raised his (for the moment) watery blue eyes and
‘ peered over his burger at the source of the deep voice. In some ways it was
~ a voice he knew well, but wasn't accustomed to hearing with his ears...or in
: E J rh R Harlequin’s case, his one good ear. Today, the other was fanciful—crafted of
i wound shiny copper wire, it was older, by far, than the city he sat in.
; : The man facing him was reasonably tall, fit, and stood perfectly still. His
steel grey hair was somewhat hidden beneath a tight Seattle Mariners 1995
American League Champions baseball cap and his golden eyes behind a pair
of dark aviator sunglasses. He wore a weathered, brown military leather jack-
et—also aviator style—over a simple black denim shirt that matched his pants.
Harlequin couldn't see his feet, but assumed (accurately, he'd learn later) he
was wearing brown cowboy boots. The elf’s own were genuine rattlesnake,
but not from the kind anyone had seen in a long, long time.

The elf laughed and carefully lowered his dripping triple-stack burger onto
its cover tray on the table before him. He leaned slightly back in his plastic
chair, tipping it onto its two shaky rear feet. “There are so many possibilities...”
 hereplied, placing the fingertips of his long left hand on the plastic table edge
~ to maintain his balance. The restaurant’s faux wood plank floor was too slick
£ ?- ~ for his liking, and he reminded himself to complain about it—again—Tlater.

% - “You could be referring to my meal...” He gestured with his free hand at the

giant burger. “And you'd be correct, but oh so wrong.”

- “You could be referring to my shirt...” He pulled aside his beaten and
~ bruised brown leather trench coat and revealed the screaming face of Sydd
~ VinVan, shag-metal superstar rippling on his t-shirt underneath. “And 1 would
but out of touch.”

i1 g to your own appearance...” He didn’t need to ges-
applaud you for going vintage rather than replica,
1e added, his grin widening slightly, “—that when 1

o, there v gb ite a number of costumlng op-
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tions for you to choose from.” Harlequin sensed the man’s eyes narrowing
slightly behind the reflective sunglasses, so he shrugged slightly. “But I prom-
ise not to tell Chuck Yeager you cribbed his style.”

He inhaled to continue, but before the elf could speak again, the man
spoke unexpectedly. “Chuck Yeager. American test pilot. First to break the
sound barrier.”

He wanted to stop it, but Harlequin’s jaw involuntarily dropped open. He
stared for a moment, and then pointed at him. “That was creepy.”

The man remained expressionless. Harlequin gathered himself quickly and
continued, “Or, you could be referring to this marvelous cafe...” He swept his
arm to encompass the restaurant around them, and then laughed, realizing.
“Which, 1 must say—you clever fellow—you match completely.” Every wall,
even the beams of the eatery, were covered in layers of shabby replica America
memorabilia of the last hundred years, or so. It was over-done, gaudy, random,
and made the elf feel completely at home.

Harlequin pointed at the blue plastic chair opposite him. “Sit, Herr Brack-
haus. Let’s order you something.” He smiled again, glanced around for a wait-
ress and spotted the short, silver-blond girl he preferred—her name sound-
ed something like ‘-andy. She was taking an order from a pair of weary but
still flirty CrashCart™ paramedics on extended break. She caught his eye and
waved. The elf turned back to Brackhaus as he moved to sit. “So well done on
your research and dressing the part. 1 assume you had someone check on the
address.”

The man slid the chair back from the table and carefully sat stiffly upright.
“Why here?”

The elf gaped. “Why here? Good lord, man, have you seen these!?” He let
himself go free from the table, balanced precariously, and motioned at the tri-
ple-stack cheddar, bacon, mushroom, and pineapple burger with both hands.
“You don’t get out much, so 1 thought you'd have to get one while you were in
town.”

Harlequin thought the man sighed slightly as he lowered his gaze to the
burger. “What is it?”

Harlequin gaped further. “What is it?” He gestured again, this time both
at the burger and the container sitting next to it. “This fine establishment is
BucketBurger™, and that is the burger that comes in a bucket! Trademarked,
of course.”




Brackhaus stared at him silently.
“No, really!” Harlequin continued. “It’'s amazing.
cial buckets out of this wild paper-polymer that they can run thru

a convection flash oven or a microwave.” He heard himself rambhng, butr

didn’t care. “They put the burger and all the fixins in the bucket, at the same
time, in the right order, run it through, and then hand you your burger in a
covered bucket.”

“Then you take the bucket,” he demonstrated with his hands, “and flip it
over on the table, cover down.” He raised his hands slowly. “Lift it off and your
burger slides out of the bucket, perfectly formed, on its own plate.”

He smiled. “You keep the bucket, of course, in case you need to cover your
burger up again. If say—” He smiled widely. “—things get messy.”

Brackhaus told him what he was clearly thinking, “You are mad.”

Harlequin waved off the comment. “Old news.” And smiled more broadly
at the waitress as she skated up to the table, not even trying to hide his clear
approval of her and her black leather and satin maid’s outfit and thigh-high
boots.

Pammie—as her scrolling neon name badge stated—grinned at him. “Hiya,
again. We're ordering for your friend?” she assumed. She stood midway be-
tween them, and her left eye pivoted toward Brackhaus as she spoke.

“Yes.” replied Harlequin, amused, as always, by the roaming eye.

“No.” stated Brackhaus.

“Yes.” Harlequin insisted. “He will have what 1 am having, except he prefers
Canadian bacon.” The elf nodded once.

“Hokay, that’s wiz.” Pammie bounced. “Regular or deluxe bucket?” she
asked.

“Regular.”

“Wiz. It'll be up in a few ticks.” She skated off to greet someone at the door
that the elf assumed was some kind of trash shaman. “Oy! No pants, no ser-

ce—" she bellowed as she headed off.

Brackhaus grimaced faintly. “ note that you are, in fact, not incognito.”

The elf nodded. “1 knew I'd blend in with the regular crowd. You, 1 was
a little more worried about.” A quick glance around the place confirmed his
words; it was full of a mix of genuine street riffraff and those who probably
paid a personal shopping service to get them that latest look. BucketBurger™
was on the edge of two worlds, and it showed in its clientele. There were men
and women, humans, a few elves, even fewer orks, and a few of indistinguish-
able genetic origin. He saw a mixed bag of eaters and chatters, a handful of
slumming wageslaves, a pair of arguing wire-heads connected together by a
flashing red neon optical cable, and a pack from the ManMan Mannequin
posergang that made even him shudder slightly. The front door opened, and
Harlequin briefly ghmpsed the sﬂhouette of atroll standmg outﬂde in
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wise it would be one hell of a cc dence, :
Brackhaus stared at him. l—fa,r’leqq disliked seein;
the man’s sunglasses. N, I
“Fine, fine.” The elf said with another dismissive wave. “I:
He glanced at the other two empty plastic chairs at "'3- ble.
expecting two others... -
The man tensed, not obviously, but Harlequin sensed it and 1
hand. “Just the Scribe and the Orange Queen. Nothing to worz abot
The man set his teeth slightly. “Nothlng to worry about, to iy
The elf nodded, glancing away. “No, not today.” Harlequin let his ch
forward, its four feet back on the ground. “You were late, and they rarely ai
so it would seem they are otherwise engaged.” e
Brackhaus tilted his head slightly. “You meet with them often?” he a t‘
caution slipping into his voice. 3
Harlequin nodded again. “I play cutthroat Mille Bornes with the )
them and Aina every other week.” 4
He mentally braced for a dry retort from the man, who, after a brief pau: |
said, “Mille Bornes. Card game of French origin using a road-race metap .i
Harlequin stared again and then squinted. “Yet more creepy. Who are
The man looked away, and Harlequin noticed a trim, ginger ork tur
head to avoid catching Brackhaus’ gaze. He'd been watching Harlequin ¢
guest. Curious, the elf thought, but then again, we do make quite the palﬂ ; '
“You cannot confound me any longer with your annoying pop— iral r
erences.” The man finally said. ] ! [
The elf nodded. “If you say so,” he replied, “and I won't take hat "
lenge.” 4
Harlequin considered digging further into his burger, bu C
would complicate things. Besides, he could just put it back n
get it reheated later. The magic of technology lnstead he
onto the table lightly. “I have concerns.” -
The man tilted his head. “Concerns about what?” 'I
“Telestrian.” »
The other man’s head raised slightly “ Te
The elf nodded. “Telestrian.”
“Whlch one? i <
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s s t said nothing.

_ I take ] at a *. 1g old yes’ ” He leaned forward. “It was
ssy. And To . Telestrian’s famﬂy in that deep with the invae—
d no idea. None. Harlequln convinced himself that he could barely
*I c!:ﬁmtely felt—the other man frown.
rackhaus shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Humans are gullible. They
ek pointless affirmation—"
| “’'m good enough. I'm smart enough. And doggone it, people like me,” the
elf interrupted, and prompted the man with his hand. “Call it.”

The man clearly scowled. “You lied about taking it as a challenge.”

“1 always lie about taking things as a challenge.”

The man paused fractionally. “Stuart Smalley. Fictional character created
and performed by former United States Senator and Nobel Prize winner Alan
Franken.”

Now Harlequin frowned. “Damnit. Go on.”

The man inhaled. “Humans are gullible. They seek constant affirmation
that they are doing well, and living well, and making the right choices. They
lack the ability to accurately assess the world around them and judge that for
themselves, so they are pleased to have others assure them they are. Also, they
lack the ability to pragmatically understand their place in the world and ac-
ceptit.”

“Yeah, they do get kinda uppity, don’t they?”

Brackhaus shrugged again. “1 am sure that they, for the most part, view
myself and mine as arrogant, but thus far they lack the understanding of what
we truly are, what we are capable of, and what the true relationship between
our kinds is.”

“1 think that’s the topic on the next Wyrm Talk.”

The man visibly started. “What?”

“Kidding. I'm a kidder, remember?” Harlequin showed both his palms, but
added, “Though I wouldn’t put it past him at some point.”

“That would be a mistake.”
- “Ya think?”
“ldo.”
So do 1, but for entirely different reasons.”
s smiled, barely. “I know.”
od ded he noticed the ginger ork was gone from his table.
f id, “Telestrian.”
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'- Harlequlﬂ‘bhnked twice. “You did not just quote Depeche Mode at me, did
y O u’”

The man said nothmg.

The elf relaxed “Because if you did, I'd be smelling subtext, and that would
imply all sorts of odd things related to that song.”

Brackhaus nodded slightly. “Written by Martin Gore. Depeche Mode’s
tenth single in the United Kingdom from the album Some Great Reward.”

Now Harlequin just laughed. “Okay, I think you're messing with me some-
how, and that’s fine. 1 can live with that.” He became serious again. “But, Te-
lestrian.”

“Make your point.”

Harlequin sighed, “My point is that clearly his house ain’t in order. All of
this was happening right under his nose, and he was oblivious. What else
might be going on around him that he’s not noticing, because he can’t?”

“Is there something going on that you think he is not aware of?”

With growing exasperation, the elf sighed, “No. Not that 1 am aware of, but
there could be.” He gestured at the empty chairs. “That’s part of why 1 wanted
them here. They also have dogs in this race...” He waited for a response from
the man, which didn’t come. “What, no translation or explanation of that?”

“It is a colloquialism, not a pop-culture reference.”

“Fine. They give a shit about what happens in your precious Tir. But you—
and they—have a problem. A people problem.”

“A people problem.”

Harlequin nodded. “A people problem. And that people is James Telestrian
111. You understand what he is, yes?”

Brackhaus seemed fractionally unsure. “An elf?” As if that was explanation
enough for whatever problem Harlequin spoke of.

Harlequin kept nodding. “He is, but he’s also something the humans have
alovely word for. He’s a sociopath.”

The man shifted in his seat. “Go on.”

“Another colloquialism for you—you backed that horse, and 1 guess I'm be-
ing inordinately generous in coming to you about this, since I'm not sure that
you or Ehran or Laverty or Lugh—though Lugh may by now—understand—"

“What do you mean, ‘Lugh may by now’?” the man interrupted.

“Well, your boy James made a bad play to put his brother-in-law Alejandro
in charge in the Tir, yes?”

Brackhaus’s face visibly darkened. Harlequin knew he was starting to hit
home. The elf gestured. “Bad play. Surehand was already starting to see the Tir
being dominated by Telestrian Industries, and began maneuvering to weaken
the corporation’s hold. And instead of trying to build bridges to Surehand and
keep him happy, James the Third tried to cut him out entirely.”

The man listened quietly.




“You couldn’t have 11ked that, 1 imagine, but do )'JIOu -H
pened?”

Brackhaus said nothing.

“Your boy James—"

“Stop saying that.”

Harlequin shrugged. “Seems accurate, all things considered,” he acqui-
esced. “But fair enough. Telestrian played hardball because he doesn’t know
how to play softball. A sociopath doesn’t understand people, emotions. They
know how to fake it. They know how they’re supposed to act, but they don’t
feel it.”

The man now seemed a little perplexed. “Why do 1 care about human...in
this case, elven, feelings?”

Harlequin leaned in again. “Because he didn’t understand people enough
to notice what was going on in his own family. It should have been fraggin’
obvious—I mean, really. He’s lived with those people all his life. He misplayed
dealing with Surehand because he’s not savvy enough to realize that there’s
something different about the bastard.”

“And...”"

“And, he only understands emotions when he’s manipulating them in oth-
ers to get what he wants. And because he can’t read people and understand
what they want, he has to be continually manipulating them. All of them. All
of the time.”

“You are not insinuating that he is manipulating me?”

Harlequin slowly smiled. “Well, what if his misplay with Surehand wasn’t?”

Brackhaus frowned.

The elf probed. “What'd you have to give to Surehand to stop him from
retaliating? I mean, James the Third is still with us, and seemingly escaped
with all his limbs and only the exile of his brother-in-law. Not bad for a coup
attempt...which means, if I know Surehand, some other price was paid.”

Silence. Dull musi-pop crackled from badly hidden speakers. The dark-
haired elven woman in the dark coat leaned against the bar. Plastic knives and
plastic forks clinked against plastic plates. People talked. Something laughed.
The elf and his guest regarded each other wordlessly.

“Your point?” Brackhaus finally asked.

“My point is that if you continue to back him, you're eventually going to
have to cut him.” Harlequin pressed on. “He doesn’t get—he can’t get—that
you're not like the other people around him.” The elf gestured to the man’s
body. “Regardless of what form you take. He can’t get it. He won't grasp the
implications that Laverty and Surehand and Ehran, or any of the others, aren’t
like the others around him.” Harlequin took a breath. “Which means he has
to be continually manipulating you and them in order for him to understand
what you're thinking and feeling.”

l.

"i'~"‘~" : 0
‘Harlequin was oW .1 exas
his mouth into a particulas
plicated.”
“It seems as 1f with all of thIS talk of man  that you are ti
manipulate me.. R
Now the elf really laughed, attracting the attention of a cou
tables. “Well, of course 1 am. It is what we do—what we all do—I 3
do it by means of figuring out what everyone else wants and then di
were going to ignore them, help them get what they want, or stop t
getting it.”
“Biased by whether or not we have any self-serving interest in the m
The elf nodded with him. “Sometimes, yes. Often, yes, if I must be trut
ful, but not always.” He was about to elaborate when Pammie glided up w
Brackhaus’s BucketBurger®™ bucket balanced on her fingertips. x5
“One #177—deluxe—with Canadian bacon. Fresh and hot.” She pla
BucketBurger'™ in front of Brackhaus. T
Harlequin nodded to her. “Sankyuu.” ' ?
She grinned. “Thanks, boss!” And then skated off to the table of poser g2
ers. Beyond her, Harlequin spotted the ginger ork who'd relocated to a‘ﬂ ]
table. The elf’s left big toe began to itch. i
“Boss,” said Brackhaus with a soft undertone of resignation in his vo&
“Yeah, sorry. 1 guess your research guys didn’t dig deep enough. But 1 - Ul
37
a six-deep shell corp, two false-fronts, and at least one proxy something-or
other is good enough for normal business.” This time his gesture encompa:
the entire restaurant. “Mine. 1 bought the whole chain. Three here i Se
one in Austin. More on the way!” e ,'l |
Brackhaus shook his head. “I should have known.” &
Harlequin agreed. “Probably.” He pointed a long finger at the
bucket in front of Brackhaus. “l mean—a burger in a bucket -ql
no?”
“l suppose you couldn’t,” Brackhaus said, then added “B
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vas out o : é rd nary,but
sonally—don't care. But other peo-
fond ess for your little EIf Utopia.” He

' ‘ in plastlc chair. “1 mean, it’s nice. Makes me homesick.”
A
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sick.”

! no ! all.’'m lying,” Harlequin admitted. “Far from homesick. But you
at.

Brackhaus said nothing.

W ¢ just think some stability would be a good thing.”

- The man raised an eyebrow slightly “You? Stability?”

Harlequin grinned. “Sure? Why not? Let’s have something different for a
change.”

Brackhaus nodded slowly. “So, you are counseling me on how to bring sta-
bility.” As he spoke he gingerly picked up his bucket and removed it, revealing
the burger within. He stared at it.

“No, no...” The elf shook his head. “I'm just telling you that James the Third
is a bad bet. Won't work out for you in the end.”

“] assume you have another recommendation? Perhaps one of these other
people you know who have a fondness for the Elven Utopia?”

“Actually, no, not any of those. 1 only barely know her, but 1 think she’s
your girl.”

The man tilted his head again, upended the bucket, and placed it carefully
beside the burger, which he very clearly and very deliberately didn’t touch.

“In a manner of speaking.” Harlequin assured him quickly. “What 1 mean is
that she’s the one you should be backing.”

“And who is she?”

“James the Third’s daughter, Marie-Louise Telestrian.”

Brackhaus seemed genuinely surprised. “She is an infant.”

Harlequin laughed. “Not from what 1 saw—hello!—but yes, she’s young.
Still a teenager. But you should take a good look at her—she’s got something.
A spark.”

Now the man leaned slightly forward. “A spark?”
- The elfrolled his eyes. “Not like that. I mean, really? You think I'd point her
~ out to you if I thought that?”
' No, 1 suppose not,” Brackhaus acknowledged. “You do have your own col-
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isplayed his middle finger. “One is not a collection.”
3l hed “The humans have no idea what that really
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“Maybe D“can tell them.”
~ Brackhaus shook his head “No, 1 suspect that’s one of the few things he
would not let slip.”

Harlequin nodded and looked past Brackhaus toward the front door. The
giant silhouette of the troll was still outside, but now it was fully blocking the
door and stopping anyone from entering. A piece of street meat—over-strung
cyber muscle who ran under the name Danny Duke, or Biggs Blaze, or just
simply Meat, depending on the day—was the last one inside. Dripping wet, he
was failing miserably at looking inconspicuous.

“Could you look just a little to my left?” he casually asked Brackhaus, who
frowned but accommodated and moved his head. In his sunglasses, Harlequin
saw the reflection of the ginger ork, who was slowly standing up. He won-
dered if Meat and Ginger were about to have some sort of reckoning when he
spotted the indicator lights on the restaurant’s security and fire panel go into
override and begin to turn off one by one.

Harlequin sighed. BucketBurger™—his BucketBurger™ —was being
hacked.

“So, Herr Brackhaus, 1 have to ask...” Harlequin began, briefly rubbing the
bridge of his nose. “You incognito'd up nicely, but howd you get here?”

The man frowned. “ was driven.”

“And how incognito was that ride?”

Silence.

“Right.” Harlequin leaned in and told him, sotto voce “You are not going to
believe this...”

Brackhaus wondered for just a moment, and then realized. “Really?” he
asked, a slight tinge of amusement slipping into his voice.

The elf nodded with a wild smile. “Really.”

The dark-haired, dark-coated elven woman—she was Coat now in his
mind—had moved into his peripheral vision off to the right, and in one flu-
id move activated something in her hand and tossed it at the ceiling where
it stuck, blinking. Harlequin heard several harsh, off-key electronic squeals
erupt from various pieces of hardware and at least one pained organic squeal
from the mouth of someone sporting headware. Signal jammer. Across from
him, Brackhaus cursed gutturally and roughly pulled out a small screaming
earpiece, tossing on the table.

Harlequin glanced down. Recognizing it immediately, he laughed loudly.
“You're sporting a Fuchi WikiChip? Seriously?!”

Coat heard the laugh and glanced briefly at the painted elf as she smooth-
ly pulled a chromed Ceska Black Scorpion from under her coat, flipping the
stock out. “Nobody moves, nobody gets hurt!” she yelled.

Across from her, Meat pulled out a Browning Max-Power with a mis-
matched extended magazine and pulled up a bandanna to cover the lower half




of his face. A part of Harlequlns brain noted it was fl'(
of his brain sensed Ginger lighting up behind him and ew v t

Brackhaus shrugged. “You and your annoying pop-cultural references
vex me.”

Harlequin thrust both of his hands into the air. “VICTORY!” he exclaimed.

The burst from Coat’s machine pistol tore into the ceiling, perilously close
to her jammer. Amateurs, that other part of the painted elf’s brain noted. “Ev-
eryone shut the frag up!” she shouted.

Most of the patrons didn’t, and screaming panic followed. The mob of
customers began rushing out the front door, only to meet the unmovable
wall of the Troll. There were screams and more panic as they tripped over
each other and collapsed back into the restaurant. Harlequin and Brack-
haus ignored it all.

The elf giggled. “l mean, it’s not even from one of the companies you
own...”

Brackhaus sighed. “This one works better—”"

Coat fired another burst into the ceiling, which caused some of the pan-
icked patrons to rush fully back into the restaurant and dive for cover under
tables and behind chairs. “Stay the frag down and you won't get hurt!” She
pointed over at Harlequin and Brackhaus. “We’re going to walk out of here
with the Johnson, and none of you are getting in our way!”

“1 think she means you, chummer. Sorry.” Harlequin said, pointing at his
companion.

The man nodded. “1 gathered as much.”

Suddenly Meat was next to them, reeking of bad cologne. Coat moved so
that she could line up a shot on Harlequin without hitting Brackhaus. Ginger
was still behind him, doing...something... Not complete amateurs, he thought,
just sloppy—

Or rushed, it suddenly occurred to him. A snatch-and-grab opportunity.
They'd seen Brackhaus getting dropped off, and had gone for it.

Coat angled her machine pistol at a motionless Brackhaus and confirmed
the elf’s thoughts. “Youre a Johnson for SK—I saw you at the Seamstress-
es—I'm guessing they’ll hack up some good nuyen to get you back.”

“The Seamstresses?” Harlequin asked innocently.

Coat scowled “No, assclown, SK.”

Brackhaus nodded. “It’s possible.”

Harlequin giggled. “Assclown.”

Meat swung his Browning toward him and pointed it at his face. “You need
to shut that ugly face, clown.”

Brackhaus, and their table at the center of a crossfire triangle. The re hi ','.

brain didn’t care; it was staring at the WikiChip. He pointed and gaped'r £
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Harlequm said, “Ow. H# h
that you need money to get ou{bﬂ’l - |

Meat pressed the gun harder, But th elﬁ ke
“You didn’t plan this well. I'm guessing you saw my
‘Payday!”

Coat turned the Ceska toward him. “We don'’t care:

The painted elf disagreed. “You really, really should.”

The ManMan Mannequin posergang, sensing a dlstractlon'- 1C
tunity, moved together—as they always did—toward the back doo A
Pammie aside, who rolled backward and sprawled onto a table. ej.‘
flash of dull light, and a blast of unseen force suddenly tore through
rant as Ginger released a spell, ripping into everything and scattering a
of shattered memorabilia and food stuffs everywhere. The wave knogr
posergang, and some of the other still-standing patrons, onto the groun

Coat flinched from the shockwave and closed her eyes briefly and lo
her machine pistol. Meat winced and twisted away from the blast. His guu
its barrel moved away from Harlequin’s face and hovered between him
Brackhaus, pointing at nothing.

Brackhaus raised his hand and removed his sunglasses, the soft
gold of his eyes clearly visible in the subdued light of the restaurant. B
Harlequin, Ginger gasped and let out a small whimper. Brackhaus’ mas J
falling away. y I,

Harlequin’s now green eyes locked briefly with Brackhaus’ o_\& the be
rel of the gun and an understanding was reached. An ancien }" il
affirmed, then and there, just for the next few minutes, in the place call I_f I
BucketBurger'™. # I

Meat was oblivious, but Coat—her eyes now open—seeme to
understand. The Ceska was coming up again and pointing to
now. She hoped she held death in her hands, but somehow
was coming for her instead as the lights in the restaurant L
the chill began to rise. el

Harlequin smiled as he calmly picked up the bucke
each hand, and carefully covered his and Brackh:
ing her Ceska. R WY
It was about to get m ;.J
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led and sucked in a lungful of the night air...and immediately re-
He resisted the urge to cough. WeatherNet had said the Barrens
ng to have a Good Air Evening™. By White’s reckoning, there wasn’t
h good about it.
at’s the Barrens for you, he thought, as he walked down what was left
Basin Street, on his way to Touristville. Despite the sinus-wrecking air,
"‘-{he grinned at the thrill of being out here again. The Barrens gives the finger
' to the weather bots. And the megacorps, he thought. And the law, most of all.
The Barrens gives the finger to everything.
The Barrens has teeth, White thought. Chomp-chomp.
He'd been working here for only about a month and a half. The Bar-
rens was Seattle’s relentlessly bleak, burned-out superslum. Some parts of
- this 200-square block area didn’t have streets at all. Most buildings were
- an arsonist’s wet dream. Civility was a quaint notion in the Barrens. The
people who lived here? Their eyes sported the same unforgiving glint as
B razor wire.
h A coworker had once told White that the only thing keeping the Bar-
rens from descending into total destruction was that most residents were
too tired—or too strung out—to fight. Based on the past six weeks here, he
agreed with that assessment.

He walked on, crossing 159th, now in Touristville. The world bright-
ened a bit here, for which White was grateful. He'd soon arrive at the
Seamstresses Union, conduct some naughty business for the corp...and

_then some naughtier business with Cherry Bomb.

~ “Unspeakably sexy,” he said, increasing his pace.

He told himself he loved working here. The Barrens was a lawless place,

- far from the comforts and control of his company’s tower. This was a walk
~on the very wild side, a cageless zoo where the animals were always hungry.

Sure, the world here was oppressively cruel...but its denizens were learning

Y %’ vas. Those who didn’t know he was with a corp sensed that he was,

€ r vas someone best left alone and/or respected.

t - oh, how that thrilled White most of all.
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CHERRY BOMB

J.C. HUTCHINS

when the six-foot-two elf had introduced herself, leaning in close enough
for him to smell her hair (its color was an unusual blend of tangerine and
scarlet, and smelled vaguely of cinnamon, something exotic, something
that'd drive the taste buds wild) while purring in his ear, “I'm the fox you've
been waiting for.”

And gods, had she been. He visited her once, sometimes twice a week
ever since. He made sure corp business always brought him back here.

White squinted now, gazing at a woman standing near the saloon’s en-
trance. Was that her? Jesus, it was. Her wardrobe left absolutely nothing
to the imagination: a plum-colored bandeau top, matching hot pants, gar-
ter belt, stockings and heels. Her right arm was covered with an unusual
sleeve tattoo: a series of horizontal rings of varying widths, circling down
from her shoulder to her wrist.

He grinned big when he spotted Cherry Bomb’s huge earphones. They
were a vintage pair of Fuchi cans, in excellent shape for their age, save for
the dozen or so stickers she’d placed on the earcups.

She liked to wear them while they fucked. It turned her on, she said.

Which turned him on.

He walked faster.

v

She was still standing in front of the Seamstresses Union when he arrived,
in the midst of an elaborate fist-bump/high-five salute with a Japanese boy.
He doesn’t look a day over thirteen, White thought.

“Richard!” she said as he walked up. They embraced, and White felt
himself getting warm in all the right places already. All elves were beautiful
creatures, but White thought Cherry Bomb was one of the most stunning
he'd ever seen.

“Goddess,” he said, bowing slightly.

She glanced down at the half-dozen bracelets on her wrist—there
must’'ve been a watch somewhere in there. “Huh. Half-past seven,” she
said. “1 didn’t have you down until eight.”

“Yeah, I wanted to get a drink first.” He nodded at the boy. “And who's this?”

“Richard, meet Neko,” Cherry Bomb said. “He’s my barker.” She ruffled
his black hair. “Best one in the Barrens.”

® -_.:
B iy
- A -

': / ; = —-nir

/TN




“Hoi,” White said. “So what’s a barker?”

Neko glanced up at Cherry Bomb. “Is this chuck for real?”

Cherry Bomb shrugged, smiled. “Neko stands out here and..hmm...
convinces interested parties to make my acquaintance.”

“l get a cut,” Neko told White.

“Ah,” White replied, embarrassed.

He looked at the kid’s shirt. On it was an image of the silver-skinned
synthpop superstar Maria Mercurial. The singer’s gaze was an exquisite
expression that transmitted equal parts wanton lust and disdain. You know
you want me, she seemed to say, and you know you can’t have me.

“So. Uh, you like Maria Mercurial?” he asked the kid.

Neko nodded. “She’s apogee.”

“Yeah? What do you think of Concrete Dreams?”

“Gods, they’re old,” Neko said. He made a puking sound.

White gasped, theatrically clutching his heart. “Tanj! That’s the music
of my youth you're dissing,” he said. “But Maria’s making music with Cart-
wright from Dreams, you know. It’s pretty good.”

“Maybe,” Neko said with a shrug.

“She’s from here,” White said. “Seattle, I mean. 1 met her.”

The kid’s eyes widened. “No way.”

“Way,” White replied. He glanced at Cherry Bomb. “Private company
party.” Back to Neko now. “Her skin was so shiny, you could see your re-
flection in it. She was really pretty. And really nice.”

“Maria Mercurial’s too cool to be nice,” Neko said.

“You can be both,” White said. “Just ask Cherry Bomb here.”

Cherry Bomb laughed. “You’re laying it on thick,” she said, playfully
pushing his shoulder. “You must be in a good mood.”

“Of course 1 am,” he said. “You're here.”

Cherry Bomb rolled her eyes, and he fell for her even more right then.
He shouldn’t be falling for her; that was stupidmaking stuff, he knew. But
there was a complexity to her, an unexpected combination of sass, smarts,
and sexiness he found irresistible. She was mysterious, to be sure...but she
had a verve, a flavor that defied expectation. Could a woman so thrilling be
kind, too? Could you, maybe, fall in love with a woman like that?

White thought so. He didn’t know so, but he thought so.

“Come on, flatterer,” Cherry Bomb said. “Let’s go inside. I'll take you
upstairs, take off your pants, and jam your brains out.”

White laughed and placed his hands over Neko’s ears. “Not in front of
the children,” he said.

“l know what sex is,” Neko said. “I'm her barker, for frag’s sake.”

“Well, in that case—” White began.
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-fu] teal of tires on Taylor Street

barl _L' whafuck—?”, fussed at himself for
of «l ' 'hd then spotted the source of the noise: a
1 an GoTruck screeching down the street toward the

ess t yhl
H oTruck roared at them, and the world downshifted into a kind
,In‘-g ow motion for White. It seemed to happen in a forever-long eyeblink:
1e truck, its engine snarling like a panther, passing by...and now a mo-
hawked ork hanging out of the passenger side window, his hands clutching
an AK-97 carbine, his aim yanked to and fro as the CN beater swept past
them...and then the submachine gun’s barrel blazing white, spitting fire
into the crowd.
The ork was screaming something, but White couldn’t hear it over the
gunshots. He did notice, however, that the shooter wore a red and gold
leather coat. One of his underbite tusks sported a gold cap. Fragging surreal.

And then the eyeblink was over, and the black-haired kid beside him
was spinning on his heels, an almost balletic moment—his brown eyes
wide in disbelief, his mouth open, his lower lip trembling. In this breath-
less exhale, Neko looked like he’d been jilted somehow, wronged by an in-
visible force. He tumbled into White’s arms.

And then the blood came.

It sprayed onto White’s shirt and neck, gushed across his hands. What
little grip White had on Neko was lost in the slick gore, and the boy slipped
from his fingers. Neko’s head made a wet crack against the pavement.

Somewhere far away, Cherry Bomb screamed. White gaped at the kid,
at the four holes in his Maria Mercurial T-shirt, at the bleeding meat be-
neath. The shredded image of Maria’s silver face glared up at him, accost-
ing. Are you going to stand there like a fragging idiot, she seemed to ask, or
are you going to save him?

White fell to his knees, desperate to do the math. What do you for
- something like this? Like this?

‘. B —CPR, the kid needs CPR—
Kid doesn’t need CPR, Maria Mercurial advised. Kid needs a goddamned

FEg Y

d a manic laugh. Is this what losing your mind feels like?

te screamed, still staring at the boy. “I need a street-
'”

er, whatever! Help!
can'’t he p you.

“Hhh—" Neko wheezed. He gazed at White, eyes pleading. Another
wheeze. Blood slid from the corner of his mouth. “Hhhelp...”

The boy’s eyes lost focus, now looking at nothing, everything.

Cherry Bomb screamed on.

“Fuck this,” White said, frantic. “I'll figure out how to expense it later.”

He activated the DocWagon transponder on his left wristband. The
plastic glowed solid purple for an instant, and then flashed on and off, an
easy-to-spot visual emergency beacon.

“DocWagon Gold Services,” a bored male voice said from the wrist-
band’s speaker. “Confirm identity and employee number.”

“Uh, An-Andrew White, corp Sierra-5830, number Kilo-73-52038-16.”

“Confirmed. Dispatching—"

“There’s been a shooting! 1 need—"

“—ocWagon to your location,” the voice droned. “We value your business.”

“How long—"

Click.

An unholy sound, sick and wet and gravelly, surged from Neko’s lips.

White focused back on the boy, felt for a pulse on his neck. Where was
the vein? There. Gods, so small, no bigger than a string of spaghetti. No
beats. No breaths.

He tilted Neko’s head back, opened his mouth. Pinching the kid’s nos-
trils closed, White pressed his lips against Neko'’s bloody ones and exhaled.
The chest rose. He placed a single hand on the kid’s sternum and started
the compressions. On the sixth press, one of Neko’s ribs snapped—it was
as effortless as popping your knuckles, good god, theyre so fragile at this
age, he’d pressed too hard—and that’s when the world went blurry. Tears
overtook White’s eyes.

“Won’t,” he said, dragging a shaking palm across his eyes. “No...”

Neko stared into the night sky. The reflection of the Seamstresses
Union’s neon facade glittered in his eyes, the only life there. And now,
more colors flickering in the boy’s eyes—red and blue, a back-and-forth
staccato strobe.

The DocWagon snarled to a stop beside the sidewalk. A team of three de-
scended from the vehicle; one—a bald dwarf with glowing silver orbs where
his eyes should have been—yanked White away from the boy. The other two,
humans, eyed Neko’s ravaged body, then glanced back to the dwarf.

“Kid’s not corp,” one of them reported.

“Kid’s not corp,” the dwarf repeated. He turned to White. “No coverage,
no ride, no resuscitation.”
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“Bend the rules. Just get him help. This is my fault Whif e sa d He e
tugged a credstick from his bloody slacks pocket. “T'll make it worth yourr
while. It’s certified.”

“Certified,” the dwarf repeated. “All right. Here’s our price.”

The price was high. The medics put the kid in the DocWagon, told
White they’d take Neko to Redmond General (if he survived), and drove off.

White and Cherry Bomb stood on the sidewalk for a long time after the
ambulance’s taillights faded from view. They clung to each other, shivering.

v

Whoredom is in Seattle’s DNA.

More than 200 years ago, when gold fever consumed the minds of many
a frontiersman and -woman, Seattle attracted especially great interest. Its
geographic location made the city an ideal hub for folks passing through
from northward locales now ruled by the Athabaskan Council, or south-
ward cities inside today’s California Free State. Many of Seattle’s business-
es catered to these transients, and many of these transients had a hunger
for the comfort and company of the female variety.

Brothels abounded, many of which emerged “below the line”—meaning
south of Seattle’s iconic Mill Street—but the city’s government soon cracked
down on sex workers with an ordinance: Soliciting prostitution was banned,
and residents loitering on city streets required proof of employment. An af-
filiation with a professional union would suffice.

No activity inspires more entrepreneurial ingenuity than sex, and so the
Seamstresses Union was invented. From torn shirts to broken hearts, Seat-
tle’s working ladies became card-carrying union girls, tending to mending of
all kinds for their gentlemen (and, sometimes scandalously, lady) clientele.
Madams made out like bandits.

The profession lives on here in Touristville’s Seamstresses Union broth-
el and saloon. The place is almost as old as the city itself. Its interior is a
paradox of sorts—a dimly lit, creaky combination of furniture from centu-
ries-gone-by (including an upright ragtime piano), and far newer signage
and entertainment accoutrements. Especially interesting are the circular vel-
vet-covered FourPlay stimsofas.

The Union’s owner, a spectacularly-endowed bulldozer of a woman nick-
named “Madam Sinful,” takes good care of the place. Upkeep’s a bitch. The
roof sometimes leaks when it rains—and it’s almost always dumping on this

shithole metroplex—but as the thousands of satisfied testimonials on Tour-
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The place was usually h \s *’5 d
regulars—fixers, street samurza, deckers and m
what they do, and tolerate very little drek i deed. But
place was practically dead. Ll Nl

Drive-bys—especially those that leave Ig-year -old  bleed
sidewalk—are bad for business, even in Touristville. =
White sat in a booth near the bar, alone. He wore a clean
secondhand clothes, a gift hastily given to him by Sinful herself. (‘S
in the back,” the raven-haired madam had said as he'd entered the
“Slot and run, before you track in any more blood.”)
Before Cherry Bomb had left to brief Madam Sinful on what . .
pened, she’d brought White a rocks glass and a bottle of Should o, I F
serve—a synthohol salute to some bourbon once made in the UCAS. Whi
had tried to pour some, but had quickly given up. His hands seen
palsied things, wracked with the shakes. Half the bottle would’ve wo
up in his lap. '
And so he sat here, staring at the empty glass, staring at the ding ¢
scratches in the table’s aged wood. In his mind’s eye, Maria Mercur
shredded, blood-soaked face glared at him from Neko’s T-shirt. Yo i
right, Andy-boy, she said. The Barrens has teeth. Chomp-chomp. |
Neko now, neon light buzzing in his dull eyes: “Hhh... Hhhelp...” :"1J ,
Now White, on the sidewalk, passing his credstick to the dwarf: “

is my fault.” b _Fin' {

“Hey.” LM i
White flinched and looked up. 1t was Cherry Bomb. She- id 1 ' '-'f H
bench across from him, setting her own glass on the table. She yoig
different now. .
The clothes she’d worn before the shooting were gone no
a plain white T-shirt and jeans. Uncomplicated Kong-Wal
Also gone were the two black headbands that hel -l!
ine-scarlet hair to give it its sexy, untamed look—a s
appear even taller than she actually was, and drew att
ears. Her hair was down now, br hed % '

ders, nearly down to her h 0
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Wi back. “I...1 didn’t think you'd come back.”
B J nb opened the bottle and filled their glasses. She took a long

-'-"i'f ers, winced, then topped it off again.

Vhy?” §he asked.

thought you...you know. Would have other, ah, clients. To take care of...”

herry Bomb frowned. She leaned forward, as if to tell White a secret.

~ “Can 1 ask you a personal question?”

ﬁ ~ White brought the glass of bourbon to his lips. The shakes were still

~ there. Not as bad, though. He sipped.

“Okay,” he said.

“Do you still wanna get laid?” she asked. “After what happened tonight, are
you actually jonesing to take me upstairs, bend me over, and do me the way you
like to do me? Maybe even get a little...mean? Pull my hair? Tie me up?”

White nearly choked on the booze. “I—what? No—goodness, no!”

Cherry Bomb leaned in closer still.

“So what makes you think I'd want to do that?”

White opened his mouth, then closed it. “l...I'm sorry,” he finally said.

Her expression softened as she leaned back in the booth. “It’s okay. The
world...it’s all fucked up. Fucked up more than usual, anyway. So I'm taking
the rest of the night off.”

White blinked. “Why are you spending it with me?”

Cherry Bomb shrugged. She gazed at her glass for a moment, then back
to him.

“Maybe because 1 need to,” she said.
“Because of what happened,” White said.
“Maybe, yeah.”

“He was important to you,” White said. “Neko. I could tell. What was
'_‘ e like?”
Cherry Bomb narrowed her eyes. “Don’t do that, please. Don’t speak
bo -him in the past tense. He’s not dead.” She tapped her sticker-covered
i T -o Sl ”called Redmond General before 1 came over. He’s in

c e’s alive.”

\ dphones. “You've got a portable phone in those things?”
rry Bomb replied. “From back when 1 had more mon-

old bad days. Another life. High-end, though.
i
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“No wonder you never take them off.”

Cherry Bomb looked away. “They’re the fanciest things 1 own.”

White sipped his bourbon. “Present tense, then. What is he like?”

Her expression brightened. “A helluva handful. Helluva barker, though.
He’s one of those people who...” She paused, considering something. She
leaned forward again. “Do you...do you have a secret heart?”

“I don’t know what that is,” White said.

“Right. Okay. So...so this is all in my head, like a jumble,” she said. “
don’t talk to people about this stuff. Indulge me.”

“Okay.”

“So...so this world is rotten,” Cherry Bomb said. “This world is out to
get you and me and everyone else. It’s a goddamned conspiracy. It wants us
hurting. It wants us dead. 1f the weather doesn’t geek us, the thrill gangs will.
If the thrill gangs hose it, it'll be the syndicates. Or whatever. Point is, this
world shits on us every day. It’s a cruel thing that aims to break our hearts...
and it does. Every single day, it does. This world is a fucking heartbreaker.”

In his mind, White saw Neko’s face, watched the trail of blood slide
from the side of his mouth.

“Yeah,” he said. “It is.”

“So 1 say let it,” Cherry Bomb said, “cause if I'm not hurting, I'm not
caring. And if 'm not caring, I'm not living.”

“That makes a strange sort of sense, 1 guess.”

“But there’s a heart inside my heart,” she continued. “That’s my secret
place, the place that doesn’t take a beating every day, that’s safe from all
the punishment and the poison. My secret heart. It’s the place where 1...1
dunno...] have conversations with myself. About people. 1t’s where 1 look
at them as...well, as people, 1 guess. Real people.”

“Not pieces on a chess board,” White whispered, nodding. “Not as
wheels and gears in some—some elaborate machine.”

“Or tools in a toolbox,” Cherry Bomb replied. “Or rungs on a ladder.”

He looked into her brown eyes. Gods, she was beautiful.

“l know what you mean,” he said. “I understand.”

She smiled, relieved. “Okay. So in my secret heart, Neko is one of the
good ones. 1 just know, know in my bones, that he can make it out of here.
He’s smarter than he looks. He’s smarter than anyone around here has any
right to be. He deserves something better than the Barrens.”

White slid his hand across the nicked table. He turned it, palm up, an
invitation.

“He’s not the only one.”
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Cherry Bomb eyed his hand. “Maybe not,” she said. She shook

He withdrew it. >

“Tell me your name,” he said.

“You know my name,” Cherry Bomb said.

“Your real name.”

Cherry Bomb reached out—and for a wonderful, fleeting moment,
White thought she'd reconsidered, that she'd connect with him, hold his
hand—but her fingers wrapped around his glass of bourbon instead. She
pulled it away from him.

“You're drunk.”

“I'm the farthest thing from it,” he said. “What’s your name?”

“Drig, come on,” Cherry Bomb said. “Are we really going to do this?
What do you think this is, a bad trideo of some ‘opposite day’ Lady and the
Tramp story? You've already wooed me. Are you here to be my friend? Are
you here to save me? I have friends. 1 don’t need to be saved.”

“Wait? 1 wooed you?”

“What? Jeez. I'm sitting here, aren’t 1?”

“When did 1 do that?”

Cherry Bomb sighed. “When you called the DocWagon for Neko, you
idiot. 1 can’t think of a single good reason why any wageslave would call his
company DocWagon for a gutterpunk nobody.”

“He’s not a gutterpunk nobody. You said so yourself.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t know that when you made the call. Why’d you do
that?”

White looked away. He reached across the table, taking back his glass.
He downed the contents in one gulp.

“Who said I'm a wageslave?”

“Nice deflection,” Cherry Bomb said. “Your palms are as smooth as my
hoop, honey. So’s your face. You may not be living large, but you're living.
People in the Barrens are surviving. Big difference. The Barrens wrings peo-
ple dry. You're...soft.”

‘Oh.”

“Don’t get me wrong—it’s nice,” she said. “Soft is nice. You're nice. But
soft isn’t from around here, and neither are you.”

“l...1lied to you,” he said. “The first time we met.”

“Another deflection,” she replied. “Well done. We met weeks ago. 1
wouldn’t remember.”

“I told you my name,” White said. “I said it was ‘Richard Long’ That was a lie ¥

Cherry Bomb snickered. “I see.” o
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Cherry Bomb crossed her a
get it? Hasn't this sunk in? You're i
went tits up years ago. The earth itself go
all over us. The people who grow up here? We're e
one’s got an angle. Everyone’s on the take. Everyone s 1o
and we'll step on anyone to get ahead. It’s in our blood. \
little liars.” L

“It can’t be that bad,” White said. “You can’t be that bad & i
The heavy clack-clack of approaching heels on the Union’s wooc
startled them. Madam Sinful approached with an armful of clean,
clothes. They were White’s, the ones that'd been soaked in blood fr«
shooting. But now he couldn’t spot a single stain on the fabric. ;

“How’d you do that?” he asked. A5

Sinful offered a smirk and placed a leather-gloved hand above the
of her cleavage. “Well, we are the Seamstresses Union,” she said. “Mer
clothes remains a specialty.”

White shook his head, amazed. f

“Is everything okay?” Sinful asked them. She turned to Cher
“Do you need anything?”

Cherry Bomb shook her head. “I'm good.”

The madam nodded, and left.

White eyed his clothes. “How in the hell did she do this?”

Cherry Bomb poured another finger of bourbon into his glass.
was 1?7 she asked.

“You were schooling me,” White said.

“That’s right. 1 was,” she said. “Look. Chip truth. Thm
and ‘trust’ don’t exist here. There are two kinds of people he
tunists and the exploited, and that’s it. When people get co
‘cause they wanna social engineer you, ‘hack’ you for pers
And what happens to that info? It becomes blackmai
to sell. Every scrap of information is precious. Eve
Even a whore’s name.” Y A

“You’re not a whore,” Wl;nt aid. “At
Cherry Bomb shook he: I ey
land.Aan White.” rd
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niled back. “Because?”
) '?.ill work for a corp.” She raised a finger. “Hold that thought;
alling he hospital.”
lipping the Fuchi headphones over her long ears, Cherry Bomb tapped
button on one of the ear cups. “Phone. Command: redial,” she said.
. ‘White sipped his drink as Cherry Bomb inquired about Neko’s condi-
- tion. A moment later, she killed the call.

“Still in critical,” she reported, tugging the phones from her ears. “The
bullets were treated with Teflon, they said. Poor man’s armor piercing.
Caused a lot of internal damage.”

“Hhh...” Neko said on the sidewalk. “Hhhelp...”

“Just get him help,” White said to the DocWagon dwarf. “This is my fault.”

“This was my fault,” White now said to Cherry Bomb. “I'm the reason
Neko was shot.”

v

Whoredom was in Andy White’s DNA, too.

He was a third-generation employee of the A-rated Telestrian Indus-
tries Corporation, headquartered in Tir Tairngire—the elven “Land of
Promise,” formed in great part by the money and might of Telestrian
Industries’ current CEO, James Telestrian 111. In an unusual twist in any
- corp’s history, Telestrian Industries was founded in the 1980s by humans,
but thanks to the “spike baby” elvish birth of James Telestrian 111 in ‘99,
the corp now had clear, deep, and some say dangerous connections to
pro-elven interests.

Telestrian Industries is notorious for its aggressive (and, no shock
here, often illegal) business practices, especially when protecting the
‘company’s core agricultural businesses. It's a major player in the geneti-
quly -modified food industry, producing many of the high-yield GM crops
ar 1d patented biologicals that—after sale and further modding by other
gacorps— b ecome key ingredients in such mainstream products as nu-

enalynne’s branded energy drink, NearSteer synthsteak...and

-8.
" ployed parents, Andy White grew up sucking
t. His education, housing, physical and men-
e med la he consumed, clothes he wore,
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how he perceived the world beyond the company’s tower, and even the
company woman he married...were all provided by Telestrian Industries.
Life in a corp requires a special breed of boardroom shrewdness. White
learned that too, though he wasn’t very good at it.

Whoring was what White was bred to do for Telestrian Industries; like
his grandparents and parents, he was a Seattle-based salesperson for the
company. He negotiated distro deals with companies representing the in-
terests of AA and AAA megas, all of which needed Telestrian’s products
to make their own. Salesmanship was his craft, but not his passion...and
so, when the beguiling blonde secretly representing Yakashima Technolo-
gies swindled him on a multimillion nuyen deal for GM cacao beans two
months ago, even White himself wasn’t entirely surprised.

The only thing that saved White’s career—and perhaps even his life—
was that he was a third-generation Telestrian employee. His comfortable
internal sales job was gone, however. He was banished to the Barrens,
forced to work in the field office on River Street with the dangerous un-
washed masses, the people Telestrian Industries always needed for its off-
the-books dirty work.

Weeks ago, dirty work had first brought him to the Seamstresses Union.
That was when he’d first met Cherry Bomb. And, in addition to tonight’s
thrilling rendezvous with the elf, dirty work had brought him to the brothel
this evening. He'd scheduled a Mr. Johnson meetup with some shadowrun-
ners to hack a competitor’s research mainframe. These men and women had
appropriately savvy credentials, save for one bloody blemish: they'd crossed
the Crimson Crush weeks ago in a deal gone bad.

The ork shooter in tonight’s drive-by had been wearing red and gold,
Crimson Crush colors. They'd been gunning for the runners, White was al-
most certain of it. Maybe the runners had sold White out, and the gangers
had been gunning for him. White didn’t know, and—sitting here, downing
synthetic bourbon in a two-centuries-old whorehouse, confessing his sins
to an elven goddess—he didn’t much care. The runners weren't here to ask;
they’d likely bolted after the bullets started flying.

But it was inescapable. This was White’s fault.

He'd practically loaded those Teflon-coated bullets into the AK-97’s
mag, aimed at Neko, and pulled the trigger himself.

v

“You're a son of a bitch,” Cherry Bomb said.

A
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White knocked back a bitter slug of bourbon. “I know, " he
“No. You're a naive son of a bitch,” Cherry Bomb said. .3

“l know.” White felt the tears well up. He didn’t try to hide them The
world was a fucking heartbreaker, after all. “Wageslave. Sarariman. Soft.
‘Soft is nice, right? But soft isn’t from around here.”

His hands were shaking again. He wiped the tears away.

“Can you believe that I actually didn’t mind the demotion?” he said fi-
nally. “When 1 screwed up that Yakashima deal? Sometimes I wonder... 1
wonder if 1 wittingly blew it. You know, like 1 knew the deal was bad in my,
ah, my ‘secret heart, and 1 went for it anyway. 1 wanted to come here, see.
I've wanted to be here for as long as | can remember.”

Cherry Bomb leaned back, incredulous. “The Barrens? You're kidding.”

White shook his head. “Not the Barrens per se, but ‘here, meaning any-
where but ‘there.”

“The tower,” she said. “The corp.”

“Yeah.”

“That is some wrongheaded shit, Andy White. The corp is safe.”

White served her a joyless smile. “And sterile. And soulless. And miser-
able. I'm in an arranged marriage with a woman 1 can't recall ever actual-
ly loving. It’s been so long since we've slept together, 1...1 can’t remember
that, either. We did our duty. We had a kid. Tyler. He’s Neko’s age. Good
boy. Kind heart. And that kindness is getting squeezed out by the corp. 1
can see it in his eyes. He’s becoming...uncompromising. He’s being indoc-
trinated. Just like 1 was. Just like the rest of them.”

“Gee,” Cherry Bomb said. “Things are tough all over.”

He sighed. “I'm a stupid romantic. | thought this was...a power trip,
maybe? | come here, get respect, maybe go native. 1 thought things might
be better. Better for my heart, | mean. The part of me that makes me ‘me’—
not the thing they want me to be. The old timers say, ‘Wherever you go,
there you are’ Well here 1 am, all alone again.”

“Is she a bitch?” Cherry Bomb asked.

“Who? My wife?” White said. “No. She’s. She’s just...uncomplicated.”

“You mean she’s stupid?”

“No. She’s quite clever, actually. She’s a division manager, helps oversee
R&D. Second-gen. She just lacks, ah, complexity. She really is a rank-and-
file company girl. She swallows whatever the bosses serve her.”

“So do 1,” Cherry Bomb said.

“Crass,” White said. He grinned. “You're complicated, you know.”

“Yeah. I'm a frickin’ Rubik’s Cube,” she replied.

]

0
b L

r
Fd
¥
Rl

=
.

Wil

isp

S —' i
‘l J ‘ 'J" " ¥
L égra ( "It-?:_ . ;' LL"J ;. ‘ e
ﬂ?'r_ -

bones. _ VETRR
I mean. Back when you got thos'e ou saic

“What'd you do> Before this?

days.

Cherry Bomb flinched. “They were.”

“You said it was another life.”

“It was.”

She wasn’t looking at him now. She was staring at th ;
Looking back in time, perhaps. An expression flitted acrq_ er
an instant—if White had blinked then, he would’ve missed it—and
was gone. But the revulsion in her eyes had been unmistakable.

No. Not revulsion. Horror.

“Was it bad?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. :

“But the money was good,” he said. =

A tear slid down her cheek. “Yeah.” 1

He reached out to brush it away. His hands weren’t shaklng an
She didn’t stop him.

“They’re uncomplicated too,” she said finally.

“Who?”

“People. The people in my life, I mean.” |

“You mean the people who come to the Seamstresses Union?
asked. ¥
Cherry Bomb glanced around the saloon. “This? This isn’t my | e
White,” she said. “This is what I do to pay for my life.” e

He smiled. lunderstand And yet... !

“Yeah. And yet,” she said. “When 1 was Neko’s age, 1 cor
how many of my friends wanted out of the Barrens. We all
We had dreams. We weren’t going to be like our parents, :

-

We were going to get out. We'd fight and fuck our wa
by gods, we'd be free.”
“l can obviously appreciate that,” Wh i.

“You know how many of us have th u
one. Me. My friends .fr 1

2
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“Indoctrinated,” White said. “But not you.”

Cherry Bomb gazed into his eyes. “Not me. And not you.”

He smiled, raising his glass. “Nope. Not me, either.”

She raised hers. They drank together.

5 “And so here we are, we refugees,” White said, “hearts bro-
ken by the rotten world, and lonesome as hell. The weather’s
for shit, but I rather like the company.”

“Me too,” Cherry Bomb said.

He leaned toward her. “Confidentially, I'd rather be visit-
ing Winter Wonderland in Denver. It’s an approved resort.
Dinner and drinks are comped by the corp. We'd eat like pigs.”

She laughed. “You ski, company man?”

“Hell no. You?”

“Do ski boots come with stiletto heels?”

“Nope.”

“There’s your answer.”

He held out his hand to her once more. This time she took
it. Their fingers intertwined, tender.

“You should call the hospital,” he said. “Maybe he’s out of
critical.”

“In a second.”

The moment stretched for far more than that. Blissful.

“It’s not your fault,” she said. “You never could’ve known.”

“Maybe,” he whispered. He glanced down at the slender,
ringed hand in his. “Jesus. 1 missed this.”

Cherry Bomb closed her eyes. “Me too.”

They sat there, safe and silent, for another heartbeat—and
then another more. She opened her eyes.

“My name is Caroline,” she said.

v

He left ten minutes later, face pale, stunned to the marrow.
Neko was dead. Cherry Bomb had made the call and relayed
the news, and White had wept, drank a mouthful of booze,
and wept some more. It wasn’t right, he’d said. It was his fault,
he’d said.
No amount of convincing or comfort she offered could

change his mind. Not tonight, anyway.

He told her he’d be back. He needed to come back, to see
er, to be with her. She was his salvation, he said.

She told him she liked him, that he was
a decent man—a good man—and that she
would be here for him.

And then he was gone.

And then a moment later, the black-haired
boy was sliding into the booth, sitting where
White had just been, grinning a fool’s grin. His
eyes glittered as he sized up the bottle of bour-
bon.

It was Neko. Back from the dead.

v

“Can 1 have some?” Neko asked, reaching for the
bottle. “I can take it.”

“What’d Sinful say?” Cherry Bomb asked.
Gods, she was tired.

Neko crossed his arms. The blood covering
his shredded Maria Mercurial T-shirt was com-
pletely dried now—something that would’ve
been impossible in such a short amount of time,
had it been real blood. Which it wasn’t.

Cherry Bomb noted the four holes in Neko’s
shirt. The fauxflesh beneath was bright pink,
healing nicely.

“She said I'm not old enough,” the boy replied.
“But what does she know? Gimme.”

“No way,” Cherry Bomb said. “She’s the boss.”

“Good girl,” a husky voice cooed.

Madame Sinful squeezed into the booth be-
side Cherry Bomb. She frowned at Neko, impe-
rious. “Pay attention, kid. Listen to Cherry. She
knows the score. She’s got her role down-pat.”

“Role. 1 don’t get it,” Neko said.

“That’s because you're a 13-year-old shit-
head,” Sinful replied. “Look. This, all this
around you? It’s theater. It’s showbiz.”

“It’s a whorehouse,” he said.

“It’s entertainment,” Sinful said. “We're
in the business of getting people excited,
giving them what they want, and getting
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them off. We're in the happy-making business, and ever ne s g
Madam Sinful’s the director, and I give everyone their lines. And
role— "l

She pulled the synthohol far from Neko’s reach.

“—doesn’t include drinking the booze.”

Neko stuck out his tongue.

Cherry Bomb pointed to Neko’s chest. “Your implants. Only four of
them went off this time,” she said. “What’s wrong with ‘em?”

Neko shrugged.

“Get them looked at,” Madam Sinful said. “You're no good to us if your
chrome’s going bad.”

“Who’s going to fix them?” Neko said.

“You are, with your hard-earned cash,” Sinful said. Her hand dipped
beneath the table and emerged with a credstick. She tossed it to the kid.

“At least the HeartStopper and IronLung 'ware worked,” Neko said,
sliding out of the booth. “That old bennie was freaking the frag out! Didn’t
expect him to know CPR for kids, though.” He rubbed his chest. “That
hurt.”

“That’s ‘cause he has a kid,” Cherry Bomb whispered. “Tyler.”

“How very intriguing,” Madame Sinful said, eyeing her. “Did the
DocWagon crew give you any static, Neko?”

“Nope. One of them, a dwarf, almost whizzed himself when 1 sat up on
the gurney inside the 'wagon. 1 told ‘em 1 didn’t need to be zapped. I just
wanted them to fix my busted rib. They let me out a few blocks away.”

Madam Sinful nodded. “The runners who'd tipped us to the meet cut
out the back during the ‘shootout,” she said. “I took care of the Crimson
Crush shooters, too. They’ll all be back to spend the nuyen I gave ‘em.
When you pay well, they always come back.”

“And they all lived happily ever after,” Cherry Bomb muttered.

Madam Sinful smirked. “Indeed. Now buzz, kid. We'll call you when
we've got another performance to do.”

Neko left.

“So my dear,” Sinful said. “Was the destination worthy of the journey?
Did we learn muchly about our john in shining armor? 1 bet big on this
one.”

“Base? in t'h
monotone. “Stlll 11ves in the t *ﬁ\
R&D. He’s third-gen. Great knowledge
cr
Sinful smiled “Promising.”
“He likes me, Cherry Bomb said. ' *
“Very promising,” Sinful said. “Telestrian’s gettmg b u
you know. People gotta eat...and they’re making plenty of _
Those ingredients are secret. Secrets are very valuable.”
“Yeah.” 1
“Tell me more later. He’s someone we can keep milking,” Si
She nudged Cherry Bomb with her elbow. “You're my best performer,
know. You really get ‘em talking.”
“It’s a gift, 1 guess,” Cherry Bomb said. 4
“That it is, my lovely thing,” Sinful said. “l heard what you said t
when I brought back the clothes. ‘Everyone’s got an angle; you 'eb I
‘We’re all such good little liars.” B3
Cherry Bomb nodded. She stared at the scratched table, saying noth
“I've never met a better liar than you, Cherry,” Sinful said. Her \
went impish, mischievous. “Youre positively pathological. You 4
through those pretty white teeth any chance you get. How man 'p
tell tonight? Could you even keep count?” H
Cherry Bomb didn’t reply. She stared on, at the table, w ’t: \l /
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hand had been. Where their hands had been.
“Get some rest, darling,” Sinful said.
She slipped out of the booth and left.
Cherry Bomb placed her hand on the wood.
“Just one,” she said finally. “Just one lie.”
She closed her eyes.
“l didn’t tell him my real name.”
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1sa 'I'o Fi? ﬂa‘iirlly night in the Seattle sprawl, and Seamus O’Toole didn’t
‘one fragging bit, since he wasn't out in it. As he had been for the last
¢ ',‘ four nights, he was safe and warm in the Seamstresses Union, ly-
n the arms of a pretty, brunette human and drunk as a lord. It sure beat
N ell out of dealing with the shark he was married to back in Portland.
~ Or Cara’Sir, or whatever the hell the elves were calling the place these days.
g ~ The girl—Emily, he thought her name was—raised herself up on one
- elbow, leaning over him with a smile and a sparkle in her emerald eyes.
“Duty calls,” she said, and gave him a warm farewell kiss. She rose quickly,
~ but walked slowly over to where her clothes were piled in the room’s single
' chair, letting him enjoy one long, last lingering look at her naked body. He
thought about casting a spell to keep her there a little bit longer, but most
of his repertoire was a bit less subtle than the situation seemed to call for.
Instead he sighed and enjoyed the view for as long as he could. She dressed
quickly too, degrading his view considerably, and blew him a kiss as she
walked out. Seamus lay back and smiled. He liked her; she could fake sin-
cerity with the best of them.

Knowing that her departure meant he needed to vacate the room him-
self, he pulled on his own clothes and made his way downstairs to the bar.
He gave a wide berth on the staircase to an elf wearing an Ancients jacket
and sporting a big green mohawk; he’d spent enough time in Tir Tairngire
to know that the elven biker gang was nothing to trifle with, and the last
thing he wanted was to cause trouble at his new home away from home.

! On the ground floor, he made his way toward the bar, wishing his
~ dwarven metabolism let him stay drunk longer than it did. It would prob-
c T ~ ably help with his tab. He climbed up on a barstool and ordered a shot of
~ whiskey. As he waited for his drink, he looked around at the patrons. The
arstools mostly held drunks, like him. The tables were more likely to be
- patrons waiting for the Union’s other professional services. Most of the
, he imagined, held grizzled shadowrunners and their fixers making
ninal deals, or some such nonsense.
] t arrive di.be was surprised to realize he recognized one of his
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e to help set up a new magical R&D lab for his
1stries Corporation. The Seattle offices were still
’d managed to strike up some acquaintances
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with the locals that were already staffing the place. He hadn’t expected to
find one of them here at the Union, but he supposed he wasn'’t the only
corp employee who enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh.

Of course, Murphy didn’t look like he was there for the Union’s more
carnal pleasures; he looked like he was there to get hammered. He ap-
peared to be well on his way to meeting that goal, too. Seamus knew there
had to be a bar a lot closer to his apartment than this one. It didn’t make
a lot of sense to come all this way if you weren’t looking to get laid; it had
to be a lot easier to get drunk closer to home. Not his problem, though. He
shook his head, tossed the whiskey back, and ordered another. He looked
up as the new drink arrived, and Murphy was gone.

Reaching for the glass, he started as a hand came down on his shoulder
and he heard Murphy’s voice say, “Seamus? Seamus O'Toole? Oh, thank
God!” Well, that was a first; nobody had been that grateful to see him in
a long time. He turned to see the man standing there. He was feeling no
pain, but he didn’t seem nearly as fragged up as he had appeared when he
was still at the other end of the bar. Murphy had a worried look on his face.
“I need your help, Seamus,” he said.

The barkeep was still nearby, and Seamus waved him down. “Better make
it a double,” he said, pushing the glass back across the bar. “Put it on his tab.”

v

Seamus settled into the dark booth opposite Murphy. He closed his eyes
for a moment and cast a spell on himself; a heartbeat or two later, he felt
the buzz he’d been sporting most of the evening burn away, leaving him
sober and better able to deal with whatever Murphy had to say. He could
always get drunk again later, he figured.

He sipped his whiskey, knowing it would take more liquor than was
in his glass to impair him again, as the human began to speak. Murphy’s
words came slowly at first, his voice small and frightened. “I've been taking
work home with me lately,” he said. “Which, with the stuff I've been work-
ing on, is strictly against policy, but it’s been hard to keep up with things,
with the new lab opening up and all that.” He took a long swallow from the
beer in front of him, and stared at the table as if he was debating telling the
dwarf more about the problem.
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“You want my help, Murphy, you're going to have to
problem is.”

I-
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Murphy sighed. “You're right,” he said. “'m just embarrassed to admlt it

to anybody; I'm afraid you'll hear what I've been doing and drop me like a
hot rock.” Seamus didn’t respond, so he went on. “Things aren’t going well
at home. I've not been entirely faithful to my wife.”

Seamus couldn’t help it. He burst out laughing, and found he couldn’t
easily stop. Murphy did a slow burn for a few moments, his face growing
red. “What the hell’s so funny, O'Toole?” he growled.

Seamus slowly got ahold of himself. “You find me in a whorehouse, get-
ting trashed and screwing women more or less behind my wife’s back, and
you think that you getting laid on the side is going to make me avoid you!
That’s some fraggin’ comedy right there, Murphy!”

Murphy smiled sheepishly. “I guess it is kind of funny at that. So it
doesn’t matter to you?” Seamus shook his head, and Murphy went on. “The
girl who came out to my hotel room supposedly came from here. 1 had
gone there straight from the office, and had my briefcase and some con-
fidential files with me. She drugged me as we were getting ready to—you
know, and when 1 came to, my briefcase was gone!”

Seamus took another sip of his whiskey, then asked, “Why'd you come here?”

“Like 1 said, 1 thought the girl came from here. 1 came to try and find her
and get my briefcase back,” he said in the same defeated tone.

The dwarf nodded. “And, huge shock, she’s not here and never came
from here.” The human nodded in return. “What’d she get away with?”

Murphy waffled for a moment, drank some more beer, then replied,
“Spell formulae for a hush-hush project I'm working on,” he said. “Doc-
umentation on those formulae, other project docs, my pocket secretary,
crap like that. The formulae are the big thing.”

Seamus sat there, turning it over in his head. He'd come to the same
conclusion, since it was clear corporate policy that spell formulae didn’t
leave Telestrian territory until it was released. On the other hand, it wasn’t
like he hadn’t breached security protocols a time or six in the past. Maybe
this was a chance to balance things a little on his karmic ledger sheet. He
went over the contents of the case as Murphy had described them, and
something struck him. “Did you say your poc-sec was in there?” Murphy
nodded. “Was it on?”

“It was in standby, but yeah, it was on.”

Seamus smiled. “Have you thought about doing a GPS trace on the
thing? Provided they haven't tossed it—and they probably haven’t because
they’re going to want to scour it for other drek they can sell—it should tell
us where the briefcase is.”
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“Why me? Sure y you can find you se.
you could probably get a coupfe ofg ys fro
the right price they'd probably even keep the S S
He shook his head agam “Like 1 said, not a lo .1 of m ut “
owrunners. Besides, you've got a bit of a reputation in the
least in Spell R&D, for your...facility with industrial apphc jon:
Seamus chuckled. “If that’s a nice way of saying, “That O'T
good at blowing shit up, then yeah, I've heard that, too.”
Murphy nodded. “I'd feel better knowing that 1 had someone alor
could cause some chaos and destruction if he had to.”
Seamus grinned. “1 can see that. Come on, let’s go find a terml
do that trace.” [ r
Perhaps not surprisingly, the Union was able to provide them the use
a Matrix terminal for a nominal fee. What was surprising, at least ju
by the look on Murphy’s face, was the fact that Seamus knew how to
the GPS trace on the missing pocket secretary. He touched a few icons
the terminal’s flatscreen and quickly found the node he was lookln, F
“My wife is constantly losing hers,” he said, “and calling it doesn’t ﬂ
help since half the time she’s left it at the office or dropped it at a Sﬂ
Shack or something.” He typed a few commands on the keyboard
turned to Murphy and asked, “What’s your commcode?” § ], ¢
He gave it to the dwarf slowly, then said, “I would have thought s
ware like that was a little harder to come by.” u \ I
Seamus shrugged. “It’s not as easy as logging onto UCA!S ™ } !
something like that, but it’s not that hard. There are a lot of --.
to keep track of their kids and that sort of drek; where there r
there’s a product.” He started the search. “This isn’t very precise
stuff is a lot more secure. But for finding out where your ki
your wife has dropped her poc-sec, it does the trick.” v
It only took a few moments before a small red dot a ”u'
Puyallup. Zooming in on the dot revealed an addre T' [
take twenty meters or so.” Keying a couple nore con
“Maybe twenty minutes away from here.” He t

and the address to his own poc-sec, then
down from the chair. “Le ’ .
. L il ﬂ- » A



- were done to maintain deniability, and since Sea-

mus didn’t want to be seen in a Chrysler-Nissan
Jackrabbit if it could be avoided, he'd agreed. He
pulled his own battered Ford Americar out into the
rain-slick streets and started toward Puyallup. Be-
ing alone in the car gave him the chance to think.
Something about this whole thing was a little
hinky, but he couldn’t figure out what it was...

He wasn’t really the “rush in where angels fear to
tread” type, but he was a sucker for a hard luck story,
and this one had been a real beauty. He wished he
could have summoned an elemental or something
to run recon for him, but his magical talents were
limited to casting spells and the like. He couldn’t
even astrally project; all he could do was perceive
the astral plane from his meat body. His limited
magical ability—his “aspected nature,” the academic
bigwigs called it—was the main reason he had never
bothered pursuing a doctor of thaumaturgy degree,
and the lack of a Th.D was one of the reasons he was
just a clean-up magician instead of making the big
bucks in Research and Development. Still, his job was interesting, the pay
was nice, and there were a number of different perks, so all in all he didn’t
find his inability to summon an elemental or astrally project all that big a
problem.

Summoning elementals took too long, anyway, so it was probably just as
well. Still, as he drove through parts of the city that out-of-towners didn’t nor-
mally see, he couldn’t help thinking that he needed to take an advance look
at their destination. It just didn’t seem like high-end industrial espionage to
him. In fact, sending a call girl to drug a middle-manager seemed, to his ac-
tion trid-trained mind, to be kind of low-rent way to get some spell formulae.
How could the bad guys know what he might be carrying, and when he might
decide to take work home with him? No, Seamus reasoned, it was probably a
matter of a hooker from the Union talking to one of her friends and running
a scam on Murphy, ripping off whatever was handy. Still, he felt uneasy about
the whole thing, but he couldn’t put a finger on why.

The drive to Puyallup was relatively uneventful. Once, it looked like
e mlght get caught up in the middle of a clash between a couple of
: ker anFs, but they managed to get through it unscathed. Fi-

W

nally, they approached the GPS coordinates that
Seamus had gleaned from the Matrix. It was in the
warehouse district; the building in question was
a small, nondescript warehouse without a visible
sign to identify it. Like most of the area, it was
coated in a film of mildly radioactive ash made
muddy by the steady drizzle of acid rain.

Seamus parked his Americar, zipped his jacket
tight against the rain, and got out. Leaning against
the car’s fender as nonchalantly as he could at this
time of night, he shifted his senses and took a look
around.

The astral plane in that part of town was as
bleak as the physical one, all downcast shadows
and cold. It spoke of sorrow and loss and anger.
Here and there, he could see the few people still
out on the street at this time of night. He shook his
head, wishing he could get closer to the warehouse.
There were a couple of rent-a-guards patrolling
outside; they took no notice of him whatsoever,
and didn’t seem to find anything particularly odd
about his Americar being parked across the street.
He saw no signs of magical protection around the
place, no wards, no spirits...nothing. He wished he had a way to look in-
side. Still, the parking lot was all but empty, the only evidence of anyone
besides the guards being a single, nondescript sedan. Probably two, maybe
three people.

Not the recon he would have liked, but it would have to do.

Feeling a little better about things, he shifted his senses back to the
real world to find Murphy standing next to him. He cursed the weather
under his breath. Hadn’t he been in a nice, cozy bed with a nice, warm bru-
nette only an hour ago? Not giving the other man a chance to say anything,
he said, “This ought to be fairly easy. From the looks of that parking lot,
there’s only a couple of people in there keeping watch on things.”

Murphy nodded. “Thank God for small favors.”

Seamus nodded. “Let’s do this thing.” He stepped off the curb and
crossed the street.

As he'd expected, the rental security approached him almost immediately,
hands resting on the handles of the submachine guns slung at their sides. He
didn’t wait for them to say anything. He just smiled, and made a simple ges-
ture with his own hand. In that instant, his mind snatched mana from the air
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around him, shaped it, and flung it at the two men. The mana struc bo

their auras at once and short-circuited them, causing both of them to stagger .
as if they had a couple beers too many. One tried to shake it off and started to

raise his SMG, so Seamus quickly repeated the exercise. This time both men
crumpled to the concrete, unconscious. He didn’t envy them the headache
they'd have when they awoke, but he wasn't particularly concerned about that.
With the tiniest bit of luck, he'd be long gone by the time that happened.

He shook his head to clear it as Murphy joined him. The stun spells
had taken a little bit out of him, but not enough to keep him from pressing
on. With the human behind him, he walked up to the door. He was not
surprised to find it locked. He trotted over to the unconscious guards and
frisked them. As hoped, he found a keycard on the belt of one of them. Re-
joining Murphy at the door, he looked up and whispered, “It’s your party,
so how do you want to play this? Subtle, or not subtle?”

Murphy shrugged. “Subtle if we can. You don’t really strike me as the
subtle type, though.”

Seamus shook his head. “I'm really not.” He slid the keycard into the
maglock’s slot, and waited for a moment before a red light blinked on.
Well, that made it easier. He smiled, raised his hand until it was even with
the door’s maglock, and cast another spell. The stun spell he'd thrown at
the guards had been gentle, subtle, crafted to carefully wrap mana around
the aura of its target and convince the body to go to sleep. You could injure
someone with that spell, but it took effort that bordered on abuse to do it.
On the other hand, the glowing blue bolt that leapt from the dwarf’s hand
and shattered the maglock, reducing it in a heartbeat to its component
parts...that was nothing but unadulterated brute force.

Its lock and a portion of its frame reduced to scraps of metal and plastic,
the door shattered inward under Seamus’s boot. Two people, a man and a
woman, stood quickly, pistols filling their hands. He didn’t give them the
chance to shoot; he just tossed the same stun spell he’d used on the guards
at them. He poured a lot more mojo into it this time, though, to make sure
they went down the first time. He felt the icepick in his brain as the magi-
cal backlash punished him for it.

The two of them went down, though, and he shook the pain off as best
he could. He walked toward the table and saw what must have been Mur-
phy’s briefcase sitting on the ground, next to the woman’s crumpled body.
He kicked her Ares Predator across the floor and picked up the briefcase.
“Here you go, Murphy,” he said, turning around—

—and then fell to the ground, doing a graceless Saint Vitus’ Dance as
the taser darts bit into his chest and discharged thousands of volts of leg-
tricity into his body. He could see Murphy standmg there, str
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The taser kept pumping voltage into his body .
him. The human let off the trigger only for : \'” hkn t, just 1
to pry the briefcase from his hand. Once he had i ff‘d' \
started the electrical pulses again. Seamus ﬂopped about
floor, completely incapable of controlling his limbs. “Thank
O’Toole,” Murphy said to him. Gone was the defeated tone,
smug arrogance. He didn’t even sound buzzed, let alone as drunk
obviously pretended to be back at the Union. v
What the frag were you thinking, O'Toole? He already knew the an
he was a sucker for a hard luck story, emphasis on the word “sucker,’
this one had hit all the right notes. He had been well and truly play"e
“l have to admit, I'm 1mpressed he continued, kneeling down to
into the dwarf’s squinting eyes. “Most people would be unconsciot
this point.” He stood up and released the trigger. Seamus felt his
cles relax as the current stopped playing games with his nervous systei
“Damn batteries never hold a fraggin’ charge.” Murphy pressed anoth
button, and ejected the contact base for the darts. It clattered to the flo
still connected to the darts in Seamus’s chest by a small nest of ﬁne (a
gled wires. i .Y
“My wife’s become accustomed to certain amenities, and 1 like ;w'.
them to her because 1 love her and it makes her very happy. Those amenit
however, cost a drekload of cash, which my salary just doesn’t provi ' :
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hefted the briefcase. “Man’s gotta earn some extra cash somewhere.”
Seamus found he could wiggle his toes a little as Murphy holste
taser and turned toward the door. “Nothing personal, O'Toole,” he
his shoulder as he walked away. 5y
Oh, the hell there’s not! He could feel his fingers now. His d
twitching, but that was mostly after-effect, his body still trying t T
trol of his voluntary muscles. He managed a snarl, but words still ¢
His body protested mightily, but Seamus forced hi 'll '
hands trembled slightly, but he yanked the taser d '
tossed them to the floor. Still feeling a 11t i
pockets until he found a stim patch,
wrist as he stood up. He felt his h
tem ‘.r ; 3 X
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) :,‘ﬁhgreemg it with orichalcum, makingit a part of his
a.] didka Iot of the heavy lifting for him these days, because it held
aintained the armor spell that absorbed the brunt of some of the
ore spectacular miscues that happened on occasion in a magical research
ab. Especially his magical research lab.
Now, with a little luck, it was going to protect him from more mundane
hazards, because he wasn’t about to let Murphy get away with making him
the fall guy for this datasteal. Beat him senseless, sure. Blackmail him to en-
sure his silence, even; God knew there was enough drek out there to use
against him. But to just set him up to lose his cushy job, where he got to test
things to the point of destruction, or past it? Where he got paid for blowing
drek up? No. Hell, no. That drek would just not stand. He wouldn’t let it.
[ He cast the armor spell, and the golden glow that surrounded him felt
ﬁ ' as comfortable and warm as the beat-up jacket he was wearing. He pock-
i eted the focus, and hurried to the shattered door. He thought he heard
: something moving behind him, but he didn’t have time to deal with it. He
: opened the door and searched quickly for his quarry.
% It was a dark night, and streetlights in Puyallup were a hit-or-miss
N proposition. The rain didn’t help things much, either, but being a dwarf
had some advantages. He might not have spotted him if not for his heat
E signature, walking casually toward his car. Smug bastard wasn'’t even in a
i L hurry. Seamus raised his hand to cast another spell when there was a pair
L of muted coughs and something struck him from behind.
- He spun around to see one of Murphy’s hired thugs, a young human
| man wielding a silenced Colt Manhunter. He did not have time for this. He
locked eyes with the man, inhaled deeply, and said, “Boom!” He breathed
mana into the word, and it turned into a thunderclap and a shockwave
that struck the human full in the chest like an angry mule. The thug found
himself flung bodily into a wall a couple of meters behind him, knocking
the pistol from his hand and the wind from his chest. He slumped to the
~ ground, unconscious again.
' Seamus was feeling woozy again. He wouldn’t be able to keep this up
much longer if the magic kept talking back to him this way. He stepped
back out of the warehouse and saw Murphys Jackrabbit pull away from

Or, he could use one of those “industrial applications” he was known for
and stop the car right now. He might even be able to do it without killing
Murphy, though all things considered, if it did kill him, Seamus thought
he’d probably be all right with it.

The Jackrabbit was still in sight, but it wouldn’t be for much longer.
Seamus opened himself up, channeled as much mana as he thought he
could handle into the same spell he’d used to smash open the door a little
while ago, only bigger. A lot bigger. The silvery-blue bolt of energy lanced
out and found the rear end of the car, removing the rear axle and most
of the trunk in a shower of sparks and a screech of protesting metal. The
magic made him pay, however; the shock of channeling that much mana
through his body dropped him to his knees, and he could feel his nose start
to bleed. Yeah, he was definitely going to feel this in the morning.

The car had spun around as its momentum carried it further up the
street. It stopped a couple hundred meters or so away, leaning a bit toward
the passenger side. Seamus got up slowly and began walking toward the
wreck. As he approached it, he saw Murphy open the door. He, too, was
moving slowly, having apparently bounced around the small cabin a great
deal as the car spun around. That should teach him to wear his seatbelt the
next time.

He saw the dwarf approaching and reached back into the car. When
he turned back around, he was aiming a pistol at Seamus. “Come on,
O’Toole,” he said, a hint of desperation sneaking into his voice. “We can
talk about this!”

Seamus shook his head. “Not much of a talker, really.” He raised a hand
and concentrated, and a stream of liquid shot out at the human’s gun
hand. The gun began to dissolve and Murphy screamed as the acid also
seared his flesh. Stopping right in front of the man, Seamus waited to be
noticed. When Murphy finally looked up from his ruined hand, a look of
pain and terror on his face, Seamus hauled back his fist and punched him
in the jaw. The human fell back into the car, bashing his head on the door
frame on the way down.

“On the other hand,” he said when the human opened his eyes, “I'd like
to know why you set me up.”

Murphy slumped in the seat, his maimed right hand cradled in his rain-
soaked lap. “I told you, my wife has expensive tastes.” Motioning to the
briefcase, he said, “I was going to sell that for a lot of nuyen, and make it
look like standard, everyday industrial espionage. I needed someone else to
take the blame; you seemed like a good candidate.”

Seamus grabbed the man by the front of his shirt and jerked him out of
the car, making him yelp in pain. “But why me?”




“1 told you, Seamus—you’'ve got a reputation in the
company, and not all of it’s good You drink too much
and you're screwing around on your wife. I've even got
recordings of you admitting it back at the Seamstresses
Union.” He turned his head slightly and said, “Cyberears
are wonderful things.” He faced the dwarf again. “I told
you, it was nothing personal.”

He let go and let Murphy fall none-too-gently back
into the driver’s seat. “Youre wrong there.” Seamus
walked around to the passenger side and saw the spider-
webbed window. His armor spell protecting him from
any stray edges, he knocked the remnants of the window
out, reached in, and opened the door. Sitting in the pas-
senger seat, he grabbed the briefcase, put it on his lap,
and opened it. “Not even locked. You're either sloppy or
arrogant, Murph,” he said. The human groaned; he was
conscious enough to hear what was going on. Good.

Just as he’d been told, there was a pocket secretary in
one pocket of the briefcase’s lid. It was a nice Mitsuhama
model with lots of bells and whistles. Seamus whistled as
he pulled it out of its protective cocoon. “Very nice,” he
said as he tapped in a commcode. He put it on speaker as
the connection went through.

“Telestrian Industries Seattle, Security,” a woman’s
voice said. Murphy groaned and tried to snatch the poc-
sec from the dwarf’s hand, but Seamus popped him sol-
idly on the top of his head with his free hand.

“Yeah, this is Seamus O’Toole, from R&D,” he said, and gave her his
corporate 1D number so that she could verify it. “I think I just stopped a
big datasteal from going down.” At the security officer’s prompting, Sea-
mus told the whole story. “1 tried to keep it quiet, but to stop him 1 had to
make some noise. You might want to send someone fast, before Lone Star
decides to show up. I think we should keep this within the company if at
all possible.”

“Agreed, sir,” the woman said. “I'm sending someone right now. Can we
use the coordinates you're calling from as a destination?”

Seamus smiled. “You certainly can,” he said, and closed the connection.
He looked down at Murphy, lying half-in and half-out of the car. “You
shouldn’t have made it personal, Murph,” he said calmly. “Remember that
next time. If there is one.”

He hit him with a stun spell before he could say anything, and then
waited for Telestrian security to arrive in silence while wishing he was
somewhere else. He even had a very specific somewhere in mind, and pos-
sibly a specific someone to spend the time with. Maybe Emily would be
available when he arrived at the Seamstresses Union.

With a smile, he decided to call in sick tomorrow and go find out.




E(!Qk swung open on oiled hinges, its silence anathema to the
-t‘ click-clack of Hanzo Shinigami tapping out a nervous cadence in
| loafers. The fat Asian man’s hair, still damp, hung limply over the
ﬁ's of his second-hand Vashon Island suit.

¥ was easier to get the fracking thing in here,” Shinigami whispered,
L 1f1g at the collar of his ill-fitting suit. The shirt was tight enough that
‘—Qt Bulged at his belly. The pants had no more slack to give, and the seams
threatened to fail when he moved too quickly.

Yankee chuckled and flashed a kilowatt smile. “I warned you. Banks
~ don’t care what you look like when you're giving them something, but you
- need to look the part if you ever want your property back.”

“Here we are, Mr. Shinigami.” The Bank Manager offered a nervous grin
. to the Asian man, and then his gaze lightened as he regarded Yankee’s crisp
blue suit and Mortimer of London long coat.

Inside, the vault was lit by twin rows of halogen lights, making the
space feel cold and sterile. There weren’t stacks of gold bricks on the floor,
or anything at all for that matter. The walls were composed of hundreds
of lockers, subdivided into squares. The squares on top each held a dozen
letterbox-sized numbered lockers. The lockers on the bottom were fatter
and wider, with as few as two to a subdivision. The Bank Manager slid his
keys into one of the bottom locks and stepped away. He looked between

the two men, uncertainty flickering across his face.
Yankee stepped forward and fished a key out of Shinigami’s coat pocket. He
- moved to the locker and both he and the manager turned their keys together. A
~ wide box covered in expensive-looking suede waited for them inside the space.
- Shinigami pushed between the two men, reaching for the box before
~ Yankee put up a hand to stop him. The older runner thanked the bank
- manager and asked for privacy. They were led to a side room large enough
"- or a table and one chair.
J How long have we known each other, Shin?” Yankee asked after the
) nager left. HIS hand lingered on the box. He guessed it cost more
] ‘:'P‘ is last b paid, but with a case like this, appearance mattered.
; : i ‘Eight if you count that first run in CalFree.”

‘r.",. ow abou we take that tour down memory
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“Right, but in our biz, if you've known a person that long, it means you
can trust them with just about anything, doesn’t it?”

The pirate rubbed his face, lingering on each of the dozen shaving nicks
he found there. He snorted derisively. “You talk the way people play chess,
Yankee—always setting up your next move. Why don’t you ask your ques-
tion and be done with it?”

Yankee tapped the box lid, brushing back the suede finish with his left
hand. “I want to know exactly how you found it.”

Now Shinigami grinned. “I would have been disappointed if you didn’t
ask, omae. You see, there’s an Island we use time to time between jobs, or to
go to ground after we've stolen something important. The people there are
poor, and they look after us. Much of what we steal winds up in their hands
one way or another. Our business helps them.” His smile was all yellow teeth
and pride, as if he were the water-born Robin Hood instead of just another
pirate in a rented suit.

Shinigami fished a key out from around his neck and used it to open the
suede box. The thing inside was massive; curved like an elephant’s tusk, but
the color was deeper, closer to mahogany than white. “One of these locals
had a stand on the beach. He built it by hand out of whatever he found. It
was made of sticks and a strange metal roof that looked like it had been torn
out of the wing of an airplane. One day I'm with him—drinking, of course—
and 1 see it there in the roof.”

It was a Dragon’s claw. There was no mistaking it for anything else.
Shinigami lifted the claw out of the box with some effort, inspected it, and
carefully set it back down.

“Did your friend know what he had?”

“He didn’t pay it no mind. When he fished the metal out of the ocean
he guessed it was some kind of coral or other relic from the sea grown over
the wing.”

“Damn lucky find, Shin.”

“So ka? Exactly what I said once 1 pried it out of the roof.”

Yankee leaned in and ran a hand along the rounded length of the claw.
He tried to hold back his astonishment, to no avail. It was nearly a meter
long tip to tip, with one tip ending in a razor point. The other end was jag-
ged, with discolored fracture lines and a rough, white core that looked like
it had been separated forcefully from something larger.



“They’ll want to see a sample before they give up any creds.”
Yankee pulled out a knife and shaved off a portion of the jagged
end, dumping the shavings into a sample jar. A thought tickled the
back of his throat. Dragons weren'’t a protected species like Uni-
corns or Narwhals. They didn’t need to be. They weren’t stagger-
ing about in nameless herds waiting to get poached. Dragons were
the sixth world’s alpha predator, an ultra rare caste of creatures
that lived above the food chain. He could recite the name of every
Dragon that chose to reveal itself to this awakened world. Yankee
made it his business to know about the forces that considered him
prey. Now here was this lost claw. It occurred to him that the claw
didn’t belong to a nameless long-dead herd animal. It belonged to
someone.

“You said had.”

“What?” Shinigami lifted the box with two hands and started to
walk back towards the vault.

“You said the man had a stand.”

Shinigami grinned. “I guess 1 did. You know how it goes, omae.
A lot of bad drek happens in less civilized parts of the world.”

ee’s brain

with guestions.



wlt ¢ i e | box. Shlnlgaml didn’t speak
ecr uisin Alaskan Way inside Yankee’s Dynamit.

n we t in 1 thought. Yankee was trying to remember what he'd
) ‘l'—i"‘ ' and their claws. He'd kept a stray cat once as a kid. It
eral little beast with striped fur. The thing tore out one of its

s during a scuffle and it never grew back. Yankee wondered if dragons
sere the same way. There was something else, too. He couldn’t shake the
. ; eeling that there was a reason that claw had ended up jammed into a torn

- off section of an airliner wing in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
Shinigami broke the silence. “You ever spend any real time on the wa-
ter, Yankee?”

Yankee shook his head.

5 “The first thing I learned about being a pirate is drek breaks down faster
on the water.”

“You're talking about boats?”

“I'm talking about everything, omae. For boats, there is a point where
the cost and effort of making repairs outweighs the value of the vessel.
We say those ships are past salvage.” He coughed and bundled his still-
wet hair into a ponytail. A row of bronze datajack ports dotted the side
of the pirate’s head. “It’s the same with the cyber. The guys in my crew
have been talking about Bioware. Its not the type of thing that’s gonna
rust, y’know?”

Yankee scanned his friend for along moment before returning his focus
to the road. Without the beard, Shinigami appeared to be a man in his
- late thirties. Even that was ten years past the truth. “You think about what
you'll do with the cred you make off this deal?”

“I may buy my own boat and start my own crew. No more working for
bottom feeders and so-called captains. Or 1 could build a house on the
beach and fill it with ladies. What do you think about that? 1 bet you'd
finally come visit me then, neh?

“1 think you should get out of the biz. 1 had that kind of nuyen, I'd hop a
?f)]'a‘ne to New York, catch a ball game, and then get lost somewhere nobody
"c ould ﬁnd me.”

8 4" felt is commlink buzz. A message from his fixer pulsed in his

ecked it quickly and said, “We're on. The buyers Brightmore

to the location and the terms. He’s still offering to be on
tic tion.”

omae. | trust you. That’s why I cut you in on the
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Yankee ogled Shinigami’s rented suit a fourth time and considered an-
other reason why the pirate cut him in on the deal.

v

There aren’t more than a dozen public places in Seattle where they pat you
down on the way in. Yankee chose the one with the most children. The Se-
attle Aquarium billed itself as family friendly, which meant weapon sniff-
ers at every entrance. Wolverine Security officers patrolled the building in
regular circuits, but the beating heart of the security mechanism was an
extensive CCTV system. The Aquarium took security very seriously. They
had to. Some of the specimens here couldn’t be found anywhere else in the
UCAS.

Yankee and Shinigami stowed their weapons in a row of lockers in an
alcove outside the main entrance. Now Yankee stood with his client be-
tween the Pacific Coral Reef and Ocean Oddities exhibits, just two busi-
nessmen gnawing cafeteria soy dogs as they watched the fish swim by.

A small platoon of children pushed out white noise in their identical
blue and white tee shirts—a corp-sponsored after school program, judging
by the Yamatetsu symbol scrawled across their backs. This spot in partic-
ular was a hit for the kids. The ‘A Closer Look’ hands on exhibit gave the
kids a chance to play with microscopes and coral samples. Twenty nuy-
en bought off a teenage worker to swap out coral samples at one the half
dozen stations for the claw shavings. From where the two men stood they
could make eye contact with anyone coming into the room and direct
them to the right sample.

Their meeting was set for 6 p.m. Yankee’s watch showed all fives when
the first customer arrived. The man’s bespoke suit and brusk manner sig-
naled he wasn’t here to admire sea life. He muscled past children, his eyes
scanning the room. Shinigami nudged Yankee. “You think that’s him?”

“How about you go say hoi and find out?”

Shinigami looked wounded. “That’s where your skills come in, omae.
The way we handle people on the water has more to do with steel than
words.”

Yankee made eye contact with the buyer. He looked Eastern Europe-
an—German or maybe Russian. Brightmore never mentioned Russians.
The man’s weathered face and gray-streaked blond hair gave the impres-
sion he'd been in the corporate biz a long time. Yankee glanced towards
the microscope and nodded. The man nodded back, a tight, forced salutary
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gesture, and then went to the microscope. A moment later he”tens du
shook his head violently, and stormed out of the room.

Shinigami said, “That how this biz supposed to go?”

“No,” Yankee said, “Not at all.” Watching the European leave, he felt
compelled to head for the entrance and try to find a way to slip his Colt
American 136 past security. Yankee patted his suit jacket reflexively, search-
ing for a cigarette. Realizing he couldn’t smoke here, he sighed. Eventually
he’d have to figure out a better way to tamp down his stress.

The after school children were filtering out, replaced by mothers with
strollers and young wage-slave couples fresh from their day jobs. Yankee
still managed to blend, but Shinigami’s nervousness drew the eye of a se-
curity officer more than once.

“Relax, chummer. 1 thought this place would make you feel at home.”

“I'm trying, but that first guy, the way he walked away, that makes me
nervous.”

It made Yankee nervous as well, and for an instant he considered calling
in Seta for magical support or even that gun-happy ganger kid, Riser, but
the thought of splitting his cut two additional ways left a sour taste in his
mouth. He shook off the feeling and noticed another suit enter the room.
This one, an elf with short brown hair, had the same air of corporate supe-
riority about him as the first bidder.

Shinigami coughed out a laugh. “Just like Caleb to offer a bid to one of
his own, neh?”

The elf found Yankee quickly and followed the runner’s gestures towards the
microscope set up. This bidder gave the claw a more thorough examination than
the first. Once he'd seen enough, he used a pair of tweezers to grab a small chunk
of shavings. He pulled out a sample jar, dropped the piece into it, and waited.
Yankee couldn’t quite make out the results from his vantage point so he shifted
over, skirting a pair of lovers ogling a school of Awakened African Cichlids.

The elf held the sample container down near his waist and out of sight
of the security officer stationed by the food court. He turned so his back
stayed to the camera. An identical sample container appeared in his other
hand. Each was filled with a brackish black fluid that slithered more than
shifted when he shook it.

Apparently satisfied by the results, he put both jars in his pocket, pulled
out a commlink, and typed in a few digits. Yankee’s commlink bleeped a
satisfied chirp seconds later. The runner nodded at the elf, then walked
back to Shinigami and handed him the PDA.
“First bid is in.”

Jot qui 5 W
dragon claws. & f ll.;-h I '
the black market. He'd asl » b W’ t _
got kicked from the thread for spamth ‘made
about as rare as seeing a Sasquatch before # ]
churned with questions. Rlgsrr. 'l
“More. We're going to be rich off of this, omae!l” Fs
The second bid flared his eyes the same way the first hac
to a young Asian whose long sleeves nearly hid the tattoos wind
his wrists and up his arms. Yankee worked with a runner, Kai-Lin.
in time with the Yakuza. The ink was unmistakable.
“So, it comes down to corporate buyers vs. private collectors. You
which way you want to go?” e
Shinigami exhaled slowly as he checked his watch. “Depends o Ao
the last buyer is willing to offer.” .
The last buyer turned out to be a woman in a power suit. She wa
skinned with raven black hair cut into a professional looking bob. C
she'd sampled the product, she broke protocol and walked up to Yan!
with her bid. Yankee’s eyes automatically went to the elf, who had
ed to get up to object. Yankee’s stare forced him back down. The i
turned back to the woman and smiled. The woman returned his smile
purred, “You can call me Ms. Johnson. My organization is w1111ng- )
whatever is required to obtain the artifact.” ;1 .
“All you need to do is make the highest offer.”
She did by a large margin. He turned back to Shinigami an-. ‘}"& X
the offer. The pirate nodded gleefully. Yankee thanked the womz
vised her to wait in the food court with the others.
“What do you think?” Shinigami said. I:|
“She’s definitely corporate Probably Megacorporate. At.l %
other one of those outfits.” He was watching the elf now. T
back and forth, looking as nervous as Shinigami looke "
arrived. - 'l
“What about the Japanese guy?” v 4l
“Yakuza. You'd be dealing with a private col ollec or.
enough, you might even win repea bus )
Shinigami made a lo jan that
ing it over, but th ¢
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s way below hers.”

E ous, and nervous people have a habit of doing stupid drek.”

- L-. ‘considered this for a moment, his eyes flitting between the
ette and the elf before he said, “Screw him. Give her the claw.”
. ankee nodded with a sigh. He walked towards the gift shop and all
- three bidders rose at once to follow him. The runner only made eye con-
- tact with the brunette. He winked and she grinned, glancing her condo-
lences to the other bidders.

They met in the gift shop. She looped her arm in his and whispered,
“How do you want to handle delivery?”

Yankee played along. He gave her the name of a nightclub in Downtown
Seattle and told her to meet him there the following evening. Shinigami
followed behind the laughing couple looking more disturbed than a man
who was about to be rich should be.

Ms. Johnson leaned into Yankee and kissed him softly on the cheek. She
turned back to wink at Shinigami and left. They watched the others leave as
well. The elf glared nakedly at them. His eyes were red-rimmed, and his face
contorted into a snarl. Yankee thought for a second that he might scream.

“Be ready for trouble.” Yankee whispered to his companion. The two
men lingered in the gift shop a few minutes more. Yankee bought a key-
chain and chatted up the clerk while Shinigami kept watching the hallway
leading outside. They retrieved Yankee’s briefcase from the locker room by

- the exit and quickly secured their weapons.

Shinigami said, “You think the elf will try something?”

“] think he had a lot more at stake in this deal than the others. Is there
something you aren't telling me?”

Shinigami shook his head, and the two men crossed through the en-
trance into the wet Seattle night. Rain misted the air. The lights of the
Seattle skyline turned the clouds into a purple mess that reminded Yankee

"(')ﬁcough syrup. The Aquarium pushed up against pier 59 and a four-lane
"‘. treet that didn’t offer parking. When they saw the black Step-Van parked
~ afew yards from the entrance, they knew it meant trouble.

: w?- ee said, “They’ll h. foot too, in case we lose the ve-

Yankee ¢ y’ll have someone on
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1 t mean?”

| have sold to the fragging elf.”

rowded enoug ‘that the van couldn’t r1de up
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alongside them without making a scene, so the two men kept walking.
They crossed the road and headed up a one-way street where the van
couldn’t follow. As soon as Yankee heard it speed off, he broke into a sprint.
Shinigami gasped and started after him. Their foot tail revealed themselves
an instant later. There were two men in identical black long coats that
practically screamed corporate security.

Yankee dashed up a side street, Shinigami wheezing desperately behind
him. He cut into an alley a block later. Shinigami slumped against a graf-
fiti-covered wall. His hands clenched his knees as if letting go meant top-
pling over for good.

“They won'’t be far behind. Can you make it?”

“Frag that. They want to come for me, let them.” Shinigami pushed
himself up off the wall and pulled out an Ares Crusader Machine Pistol. He
dropped into a crouch and stared at the mouth of the alley.

“This isn’t how we do things on land, chummer.”

“Well, it is tonight.”

They heard tires screech and the Step-Van filled the mouth of the alley.
A third man, the driver, joined the two men who’d been chasing them on
foot. They threw open the front doors and hunkered down behind them.
Yankee scanned the far end of the alley. He could make it there on foot
before the corp team could catch up to him, but he wasn’t so sure about
his friend.

Shinigami read his mind. The pirate cut loose a burst at the van’s front
window. Bullets drilled into the ballistic glass. “Start moving, I'll cover you!”

Yankee took one step and immediately felt dizzy. Yankee turned towards
the far end of the alley. Something didn’t feel right. The air behind them
shimmered and something blurred the empty space. He concentrated until
he squinted and through half open eyes he saw the shimmer resolve itself,
first as shape then as a man. Yankee took another step and tried to raise his
pistol. His stomach clenched up like a fist was squeezing it from the inside.
His head swam and he tasted sour bile on his tongue.

“Mage...” The words died on his lips.

v

Yankee woke up with his own gun pointed at his head. The man holding it
was blond-haired, with a rounded, eastern European jawline.

He scanned the room quickly, trying to get a bearing on his situation.
His hands were zip tied behind his back. There were four men. The three
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he’d seen at the ambush were holdmg flashlights on him, and' t ma W
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his gun was the Russian who'd walked out of the Aquarium without bla.‘.ﬁ outt - back se:

ding. They stood in a narrow room with a low ceiling.

“Who are you?” Yankee didn’t care, but he felt like he’d been asleep for
hours. He guessed the question might buy him a few seconds to clear his
head figure out what to do next.

“Where is the claw?” The man wasn’t Russian after all. His accent was
definitely German. His English had the flawless diction only top end lin-
guasofts could provide.

“You didn’t bid for it, so we sold it to someone else.”

The German’s sigh echoed hollowly off the walls. “You did not enter the
building with the claw, therefore your business with the young lady is in-
complete.”

Yankee still couldn’t see Shinigami, but his low light eyes began to re-
solve more of his surroundings. His heart sank as he realized he was in a
shipping container. He exhaled and bit back the urge for a cigarette.

The German handed Yankee’s pistol to one of the corporate men. He
folded his arms and said, “Perhaps we should start over. You have some-
thing in your possession that belongs to my employer.”

The German seemed to be waiting on Yankee to respond, so the runner
nodded.

“We are both businessmen, Mr. Yankee. I believe we can conduct this
like any other transaction. You will deliver the claw to us, and we will re-
turn your friend to you intact.”

“T'll need guarantees for my friend and myself.”

They set a location for the meet, after which two of the thugs led Yan-
kee to the container door and shoved him through it. He found himself
on the docks, only a few blocks away from the seaport. It had been hours.
Dawn was starting to push through the cloud cover. The bank opened at
9 a.m. Yankee had enough time to clean himself up and change his suit
before heading there.

v

By 9:45, Yankee was back outside of the Aquarium holding a suede-cov-
ered box. A black Step-Van drove up, and the German and several of his
guards stepped out. Two of the corporate thugs opened the box. The Ger-
man stared at the claw and smiled. He clasped Yankee’s hand and shook
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it. Then he and his men climbed back into the Step-Van and drove off .‘, oy

of his *capt
Yankee grln ed broadly ar d
was cats that have nine lives. ‘&dqd
Shinigami slapped the runner’s ha
“l turned it over to the German.” i
“Why the frag would you do that!” Shlnlgaml screan
Yankee’s smile crumbled, leaving a stony expression in i
street was nearly empty, but he lowered his voice anyway.
much of a choice. It was the claw for your life.” - L
“Then you should have found another choice!” He pa ed b:
forth, growing more agitated with each step. AN
Yankee patted his suit jacket, searching for a cigarette. He foun .
and made an exaggerated motion of pulling out a single white stick a
lighting up. The runner took a long hit. He breathed out a cloud of !. ;
and watched it melt away in the damp air before respondlng
your life.” ik
“That ain’t enough, omae.” "t
Yankee didn’t respond. 3
“Damnit, Yankee. This was my one shot to get out of the biz. 1 %' I
walked away from this with enough nuyen to start over. What dql
now?”
Yankee shoved his hands in his pockets and puffed quietly. wTH
“You're a real slitch, you know that? The next time 1 see you, t
at the end of my crosshairs, you get me?” He spat at Yankee’
walked away.
Yankee pulled out another cigarette and smoked it as his frier
away. He thought about the years they’d known each other, th
dumpshock, the Calfree job. He thought about going after hir
about letting Shinigami cool down and then calling him to se
He even considered sending him a pair of joy girls to help
loss. All of those choices seemed right, but it wasn’t what I
By the time Yankee made his decision, he'd smok
pack. He pulled out his commlink and tapped in a
When the person on the other end picked up
ajob I think you'd be good for”
TR

W
4




i "' e!].‘rlg candy from a baby, except that Ratatosk didn't really think it
-b e cons1dered stealing, and the baby in question was the UCAS govern-
. at twenty, almost old enough to drink legally, though Ratatosk thought
- it sho h probably be discouraged from doing so. But like a baby, it tended to
= ‘ e all night, and sometimes had to be discouraged from crying.
g . 1‘011 watched the vidscreen as Ratatosk’s construct, a two-meter-tall,
‘—(sharp -toothed red squirrel, donned a cloak of invisibility and effortless-
y sleazed his way through the Access IC protecting the NTSB datastore.
Once inside the blue-grey vault, the elven decker opened the cloak and
- released a seemingly endless swarm of more conventionally-sized Sciurus
~ vulgaris, which scampered over the unimaginative institutional décor in
search of the files the team had been paid to retrieve. He winced as a pro-
gram in the form of a bloodhound appeared between two towering file
cabinets. Ratatosk’s persona froze as the decker waited for the construct to
pass, but when he saw the hound sniff near his feet, then raise his muzzle
to howl, a relocate program—also in the form of a squirrel—dashed past its
paws. The dog looked down, then gave chase.

The program was meant to eventually lead any trace back to the tele-
com in the home office of a workaholic Federated Boeing occupational
health and safety officer and Air Force reservist with low-level security
clearance. This, Ratatosk hoped, would be convincing enough that even
if the NTSB bothered to investigate, they would send a team in almost
exactly the wrong direction. Droll, the troll street samurai, was monitoring
the Lone Star and FBI frequencies in case someone saw through the trick
- and found their temporary hideout in the back room of a Stuffer Shack just
- south of Tarislar. Droll thought this highly unlikely—Ratatosk was reput-
N dly one of the hottest deckers in Seattle—but Ratatosk had insisted the
lient hire some muscle in case they were taken by surprise.
- A moment later, Ratatosk grinned. “Got it,” he crowed as he jacked out.
J ovingly packed up his Fuchi Cyber-7 as Elias, their mage, closed his
- L& d sent his astral body out into the alley. “Clear,” he announced a
t later. Nor t}llreless, Droll was first through the door, her smartgun
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Elias watched the van head out, then turned to the decker. “Can I come
to the meet?” he asked.

Ratatosk clicked his teeth as he considered this. He'd hired Elias be-
cause none of the more experienced mages or shamans he usually worked
with were available, and because Magnusson had described Elias, the son
of two Gaeatronics wagemages, as one of his most promising students. On
the other hand, he was only nineteen, looked at least three years younger,
and unlike the decker, came from a rather sheltered middle-class back-
ground. “You know about the Seamstresses’ Union?” he asked cautiously.

“I've never been there, but 1 know it’s a brothel, if that’s what you mean,”
Elias replied.

The elf sighed. Having someone who could see into the astral might be
useful at the meet, at that. He looked at the student’s second-hand Dodge
Scoot, then at his own Yamaha Rapier, and shrugged. “Okay, you can tag
along if you can keep up, but keep your mouth shut, let me do the talking.
When we get paid...well, I won't tell you how to spend it. So ka?”

“Wakarimasen.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

v

Ratatosk was in the shower when his phone rang, but the thighs clamped
around his pointy ears prevented him hearing the music. Only when he
was kissing Ebony Wanda goodbye more than an hour later did he noticed
the flashing light on the telecom. He waited until the shaman had driven
away before decrypting the message, then dressed hastily, donning an ar-
mored duster and pocketing his smartlinked Ares Viper before heading out
the door.

Jessica was waiting in a booth in the bar near the entrance of the Seam-
stresses’ Union. The decker slid in beside her and murmured, “We can’t go
on meeting like this.”

She didn’t smile, merely shrugged and led the way to a pre-booked pri-
vate room that was screened against bugs and magical spying. “I've read
the files,” she said, sitting on the enormous bed. “Did you?”

“Skimmed ‘em,” said Ratatosk, scanning the shelf of lubricants and lo-
tions with a connoisseur’s eye. “Not much there, apart from some cockpit
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age—but the ocean’s pretty deep where it went down.” 1

.
“They found a section of the wing a few years later,” Jessica rephed “It hadf' fal

washed up on an island in a storm, and someone was using it as the roof of a
fruit stand. It’s just lucky that a tourist recognized it for what it was and re-
ported the serial number to the NTSB. It had been there for at least a year, and
I'm sure any number of tourists had seen it before, but this one was a pilot and
an aircraft enthusiast. A lot of them visit those islands looking for old militar-
ia. Anyway, it was enough for the NTSB to re-open the case and retrieve the
wing. It looked as though it had been cut with a knife, but they found some-
thing rather interesting inside. I'd heard rumors, but this confirms it.”

Ratatosk raised an eyebrow.

“A dragon’s talon. A large one.”

The decker stared at her. “You're kidding?”

“No.” Jessica opened her purse. “Here are the files; read them for yourself.”

Ratatosk plugged the datachip she handed him into his cyberdeck and
jacked in. As well as reading the highlighted section of the file and looking
at the photos, he checked for any evidence of tampering. Nothing; the chip
was the exact same one he'd given her two days before, and the file was still
in its secure read-only format. “Holy...do they have any idea what dragon
it came from?”

“If they did, it isn’t on the file, and 1 don’t know any parazoologists who
could tell me. Do you?”

“Possibly,” the decker replied. Magnusson was an assistant professor of
magical theory at U-Dub, and Elias was his best student. If neither could
identify the talon from the photos, they could probably refer Ratatosk to
an expert. “But I'm not sure how much good it'd do. It’s not like Lone Star
keeps a database of dragon DNA. Is there anything else?”

“Yes. The NTSB team investigated the pilot and co-pilot to see whether
they could find any evidence of substance abuse or anything like that. They
discovered that both of them had received a payment from a subsidiary of
Lotus Eaters Entertainment shortly before the plane went down.”

“Did they follow it up?”

“The pilots’ families said they didn’t know anything about it, and the ac-
countants at LEE said they have no record of such a payment being made.”

“The NTSB didn’t subpoena the financial records?”

Jessica snorted. “Have you ever dealt with entertainment industry ac-
countants?”

“Not personally, no.”

“They’re experts at hiding profits, losses, expenses, and probably bod-
ies. They'd probably say that they must have paid some sub- -cont
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Ratatosk blinked. “Are you. seri,(g C "'-
take?” ' #-
“You managed to crack the NTSB’s security. How n e h 1
could this be?” - 2 3
The elf sighed. “Much more difficult, and much more dange >
government departments use a system designed to make it easy for
office to access reports from branch offices. While there’s seriou
ICE designed to prevent anyone altering or deleting a file, not to m
backups locked in offline vaults, merely copying a few files and decr
them is fairly simple. Sure, there’s a record of everyone who accesses
that isn’t supposed to be available to the public, but all 1 had to do tc be
that was copy the name of the last person who opened it. No problem.
“A media company like LEE, however, is going to be even more
ous about non-disclosure, because it doesn’t want anyone else re'ié
a competing product ahead of time. So it'll keep all of its sensitive fi
locked in computers that aren’t connected to the Matrix, so the on‘l)n
to get that stuff will be to actually get inside their offices and acceﬁig
of their terminals—one hooked up to the right computers, which liﬂ
it’'ll have to belong to someone who Needs To Know—without ge
caught. Sure, there are people who're good at getting into places like
one way or another, my fixer can find you the best, but they’re expe f
And if anything goes wrong, if someone sets off even one alarm, th “ n ;
decker and everyone else is going to be trapped inside the buildi = v l* i
the company’s security guards comb the place—and LEE is a s ‘}' f
of a subsidiary of Novalis, which is a subsidiary of Neur b
means they’ll have more guards than even Genocide George cor
his way through.”
“There’s a party at LEE on Frlday—the launch for Mar‘l |
single. If 1 could get you in— '
“I'd still need a plan for getting out if the drek it II
chances that it will, are too fraggin’ hlgh for my liking. S
“My father died in that plane,” Jessica dq '
a dragon wanted him dead.” st AR & *
R,atatosks.‘lg e He'd a
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nuyen?”
g tius place,” Ratatosk replied, “I'm pretty sure it does.”
at about running the shadows? Is that just the money, too?”
“What were you expecting?”
“l don’t know. I remember playing video games and simsenses about big
scores, and 1 thought...1 guess 1 thought it was about the adrenalin, the rush.”

“Sometimes, but that usually means you've fragged up. You're not going to
last long if you think of shadowrunning as a game.”

“You weren'’t a gamer?”

“Not really. If 1 wasn’t winning, I'd just hack into the software and repro-
gram...” He blinked, and a grin slowly spread across his face. “Are you a Maria
Mercurial fan, by any chance?”

Another shrug. “1 like some of her stuff. Why?”

5 “I may be able to score you an invite to the launch of her new single.”

Elias looked at him suspiciously. “Why me? There must be—” When Rata-
tosk didn’t reply, the mage asked, “It’s a run, isn’t it?”

“We might end up running, yes. We might have to run very, very fast -
maybe even outrun a dragon. Are you interested?”

Elias bit his lip as Cherry Bomb smiled at him. “I'm not a combat mage,”
he said warily.

“1 know, but the skills and the spells you do have will be much more useful.
And you'll need a good suit. I'll tell you more later.”

Elias was still goggling slightly as the decker left, so he didn’t need to move
a facial muscle when he noticed Cherry Bomb walking towards him.

“Hoi,” she said. “Did Ratatosk just say he could get you an invite to the
Maria Mercurial launch?”

a P: v

The black Toyota Elite Ratatosk had appropriated for the evening passed

‘through the gateway into the LEE Studios without even needing to slow down,
an d didn’t stop until it reached the elevator of the automated garage. Ratatosk,
lias, and the woman Ratatosk had introduced as Claire Obscure all stepped
t, lea ‘;} B vrs the dwarf rigger, crouched behind the back seat.

vas dres ssec j the height of steampunk fashion—low-cut, full-

f _tooned with gold braid and silvery gears, plus

Ratatosk ‘Wwas more conservatively attired,
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i ough his tailored grey three -piece suit made Elias, clad in his father’s Europa

'.-]acket and slacks, feel like a dumpster-diving squatter.

From that point of view, things went downhill when they entered the party
and saw the dazzling array of fashion on display. Elias scanned the room look-
ing for Maria Mercurial, unsuccessfully.

The team had arrived fashionably late, as planned, and mingled for a few
minutes before the house lights dimmed and the curtain began to rise. Claire
murmured, “Showtime,” and led Elias back through the foyer. The security
guards barely glanced as them as they walked towards the lift, which asked,
“What floor, please?” in a breathy, Marilyn Monroe voice.

“Seventeen.”

“Key, please.”

Claire pulled a maglock passkey out of her cleavage and inserted it into a
slot beneath the postcard-sized monitor. “I'm sorry, you're not cleared for—"

Elias, looking away from the camera, tried not to wince. “Sorry,” said
Claire. “Wrong key.” She withdrew the passkey, pressed a few buttons, and
reinserted it.

“Seventeen,” said the lift. Eliot exhaled, relaxed, and sat in a corner before
sending his astral body up the lift shaft and towards the office of the VP in
charge of contracts. He returned to his meatbody a few seconds before they
reached the seventeenth floor and nodded, indicating that there was neither
magical or physical security in their path—all the magical wards and other
protection were on the outside of the building.

They walked casually towards the western corner office, where Claire
looked at the door and the frame and swore under her breath. When Elias
looked at her quizzically, she murmured, “Retina scanner. I'm going to have to
try next door; cover me.”

Elias nodded and cast an Invisibility spell over both of them as Claire used
the maglock passkey on the adjoining door. He concentrated on maintaining
the spell in an effort to calm his nerves, but he felt much older by the time the
door finally opened. Claire removed her skirt, petticoats and bustle, revealing
a shapely pair of lightly armored legs and a large collection of tools concealed
in the fabric, including Ratatosk’s deck. She scanned the room for security
devices, and when convinced that it was safe to enter, crept over to the secre-
tary’s desk and examined the computer peripherals.

A moment later, she nodded, and Elias relaxed slightly. He conjured up a
watcher spirit as an astral sentry, then left the room and returned downstairs.
Ratatosk was waiting in the foyer as the lift arrived, and Elias handed him the
passkey as though desperate to get rid of the incriminating evidence.

Maria Mercurial was on stage by the time Elias returned to the party, and
he remembered Cherry Bomb’s offer—the night of his life if he could get the
singer’s autograph. The light show meant he could barely see where he was go-
ing, so he switched to assensing in the hope that it would prevent him walking
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The architecture of the LEE secure network mirrored that of the building,
though the few rooms with high-level access were often much larger than
their physical counterparts, and those without were small and sparse. Ra-
tatosk explored the datalines and slave nodes, leaving custom-made logic
bombs in place in case he had to resort to Plan B, then returned to the SAN
between the secretary’s node and her boss’s. The huge gate looked like as
though it had been copied from a sword and sorcery epic, though the trea-
sures beyond it would definitely have been beyond Neil the Ork Barbarian’s
understanding. Ratatosk hit the layers of Barrier with his strongest Sleaze
program, more than half-expecting to hit grey ICE at any instant...but the
program slowly slipped through weaknesses in the countermeasures, open-
ing cracks wide enough for him to sneak a Browse program into the SPU to
search for the data he needed.

The browse program wasn't scoring any hits, so Ratatosk changed the pa-
rameters, hunting down the files with the heaviest 1C. Most of these proved
to be clearly labeled contracts for LEE’s most profitable stars, but some had
names that were incomprehensible to anyone without inside knowledge. Ra-
tatosk remembered one of his first teachers telling him about the difference
between a cipher and a code—a cipher replaced letters, and could be broken
mechanically given time, but a code replaced entire words with other words or
symbols and could be almost impossible to crack. Even if he downloaded them
all and decrypted them later, it would take time, and the files that looked most
promising were also protected with Access as well as Scramble. He clicked
his teeth, then stared at a file name that seemed out of place amid the con-
tracts and legal briefs. Curious, he sleazed through the 1C protecting AUDT-
N46A19RLCNC, uploaded his best decryption utility, and had unscrambled
nearly half of the title card before the glowing icons suddenly turned black
- the telltale sign of Tar Baby ICE.

v

“What'’s the matter?” asked the woman. “Never seen a dragon before?”

Elias stared at the woman, first astrally, then in the normal spectrum. In
the flesh, she was only slightly taller than a dwarf and nearly as thin as an elf,
with black hair in a braid down to her hips. She wore a tight, sleeveless, near-
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“Yourehis.” i

“Don’t say veE#the oman warned “E

ally, but Lofwyr would tear you_to S e I'm aler

dracoforms are my specialty. Would you like 1 m to intro
Elias nodded slowly. The woman’s aura had indicated t]

man, probably with Snake as her totem. And a movie producer

to get him closer to Maria Mercurial and improve his chance «

autograph. “Thanks.” W
v

Ratatosk pulled the ruined decryption utility out of his deck and repl: e
with Slow, which he used to try to stop the grey ice from sending an
to the security station before he'd finished downloading the file he gé ded
Making a quiet exit would probably be impossible, but that was why he |
backup plan. The feed from the ballroom camera showed that Maria Merc
al had nearly finished her encore, which meant that many people would s¢
start leaving. Even as the download bar crept towards 100%, the decker §i]‘! il
congratulated himself for his sense of timing. He activated the speakerphc
on the secretary’s desk, and murmured, “It’s showtime, fol

v e

Thorsen, LEE’s security chief, was looking at the crooked line of f NS -.j i_

for autographs, shepherded by guards in armored tuxedos, when ' J 1 /
cyber-security called to say that they had an intruder. “He’s in one of the pri-
ority datastores,” Bryce said. “1 don’t know what he’s after— 1t !

grade—but we can't afford to let him leave.” .

“Copy that,” said Thorsen, hurrying toward the foyer. He di
actly what was in those files either, but he knew what was likel:
him and Bryce if one was hacked. “Where is he now?” A

“l don’t know; the offices that have access to that
tored,” said Bryce sourly. “But they're all on the to -
wells, and elevators are all clear.” '
“Send a couple of sm

ly backless synthsilk dress in a pattern that resembled snakeskin, and had an fo es Jf
eastern dragon tattooed along her left arm and a western dragon tatf ooed on
her left. Elias found h1mse1f wondermg whether sh h an g_:- e of ath-
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ator’s stuck be-

ed T am, your position?”

G [I.: ag, we just stopped too, between eight and nine. Number Four.”

u esh ook his head. “Thorsen, you copy? I'm going to try to fix this, but 1
on’'t know how long—"

. ; “Tll pull some of my people off crowd control down here and send ‘em up
~ the stairs,” said Thorsen sourly. “You're sure there’s nobody in the stairwell?”

“Not unless—son of a slitch!”

“What?”

“1 just saw a fragging air elemental on fourteen! Heading towards the

stairs!”

Sitting at the security post behind the reception desk, Thorsen quickly
called up the images from the cameras on that level, and beckoned to Fari-
no, the on-duty wagemage. “1 don’t know drek about elementals, but they can
hide people, right? And move ‘em?”

“Yes,” came the quiet reply as she wheeled her chair over to the desk. Like
most of the other mages on duty that night, she'd been casting detection
spells to make sure none of the guests were armed, and was almost exhausted.
She looked at the screen and shrugged. “It looks like an elemental, but that
shouldn’t be possible. No spirit that powerful could have gotten through our
wards without somebody noticing.”

“Go and check it out anyway,” Thorsen commanded. “I'm not sending a
- team up against an elemental without magical backup.”

Farino shrugged, leaned back in her chair, and sent her astral body up
through the building. “There’s absolutely nothing there,” she reported a few
seconds later. “Are you sure it’s the right floor? Could the decker have switched
the feeds?”

“Maybe,” Bryce replied in a tone of venomous respect. “I'm still trying to
‘regain control of the lifts without dropping any of our own people. Try the
'éﬂ_q.er floors.”

he wagemage closed her eyes, and didn’t open them again for nearly a
- minute ey're E in an office on the seventeenth floor. Male elf, human female,
) 1eavily cybered. There was a watcher spirit, so they have e magical
but till no sign f any elementals. Are you sure they—’
image on the screen, wondering why it looked familiar.
orsen. “Let us know if they leave the floor.”
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When the ti ra‘dlo }h Elias’s ear pinged, there were only two more people
ahead of him in the queue for autographs. He looked at Maria Mercurial and
had a brief vision of Cherry Bomb’s smile as she promised him the night of his
life, and wondered whether he'd imagined the sound and had actually heard
nothing more than his conscience. A moment later, he felt the connection
with the watcher spirit he'd left guarding Ratatosk snap as the watcher briefly
manifested before being banished by a stronger astral presence. He was about
to turn on his heel and leave when the two women in front of him stepped
aside and he found himself face to face with Maria Mercurial. He thrust the
CD cover at her and tried to recover his voice.

v

Claire waited until she was in the lift before re-attaching her skirt. The fact
that the lift was taking them down to the basement as requested suggested
that the subroutines Ratatosk had planted hadn’t been deleted, but neither
of them spoke in case whatever had destroyed Elias’s watcher was following
them.

She relaxed slightly when the doors opened and she saw the small crowd
of people waiting for the automated garage to release their cars, and looked
around for Elias—in vain.

v

Bryce swore as he realized why the air elemental had looked so familiar; the
decker had copied it from one of LEE’s own games. He was just about to share
this information with Thorsen when he heard his boss yell, “Shut the gates!”

“Whuh?”

“There’s a silver Rolls Royce headed for the exit! That’s Mercurial’s car, and
she hasn't left the building! The fraggers are stealing her car!”

Bryce looked at the monitor. “Unless that image is from one of our Car
Wars games. 1 can’t trust any of our camera feeds.”

“You want to explain to Mercurial why we let somebody take her car?”

“No, and I'll shut the gates if you give the order. But there’s a thousand
guests here tonight, including a lot of journalists and shareholders. Do you
want to explain to them why we had to lock them in?”

Thorsen closed his eyes. Why the frag did I ever leave Lone Star? he thought.
“Can you override the controls?”

“T'll try. Can you get all the mages in here? Get them to go astral and check
all the cars as they leave. 1 can’t shut the gates, anyway—that fraggin’ decker’s
changed the passwords. Let’s just hope their mage isn’t that good.”
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Elias emerged from the stairwell and headed stralght for fr(
whose nimbus of cherry red hair was easy to spot. “Sorry I'm I'm

“What?”

“Someone behind you. Looked... familiar.”

Ratatosk and Claire glanced at each other, and the decker nodded. None of
them spoke as they waited for their car to appear, but Elias sighed with relief
once they were inside the car and headed for the gate. “This isn’t over yet,”
Ratatosk warned, hoping that the gate was still open. “Do we have our tail?”

“She’s not in the car. She may be following us, but she can’t hear us.”

“I'm hoping everyone’s chasing the Rolls, but I'm not betting on it. When—
” he managed not to say ‘if’ “—we get outside, pop your head up and see if
we're being followed.”

v

“No good,” said Bryce. “I could override the autopilot or manual control, but
not a rigger. And the gates just shut.” Before Thorsen could reply, he added,
“Bad news is, it looks like the decker put in an order to shut them after his car
had passed through.”

“Do you know which car?”

“Working on it. If he was smart, he would've put a delay on the order.” He
looked over at Farino. “ hope she hasn’t lost him.”

v

Ratatosk glanced at the images from the rearview camera, and bit his lip. 1f
the Chrysler-Nissan Patrol-1 a hundred meters behind them was chasing Vita
and the stolen Rolls, it was going in the wrong direction. “Tail?” he asked Elias.

Elias opened the window and looked outside. “One in astral and—" He
gulped, and began furiously trying to counterspell the stunball that the wage-
mage in the Patrol had cast. He was only partially successful, and they winced
as the spell hit.

Ratatosk looked at the GPS and thought quickly. The plan had been to
ditch the car downtown, head into the Ork Underground, and hope their as-
tral pursuer lost them in the crowd after they split up—but the Patrol was
gaining on the Elite, and if it passed them, it could cut them off. “Okay,” he
said. “Plan C.”

“We don’t have—"
“We do now.”

. .r‘..' Iy

assensing the surroundings, and grimaced. oAl

~above the Toyot: )
that meant more action for the tw
back seat. They were ba Pﬁj i“y
cast a mass confusion and an 1cde sheet spell in quick
horrible screech of tires as Claire, bérely slo '='< e ﬁ"l
Ratatosk looked back as the Patrol-1 hit the ice ar
continuing past the intersection for half a block befo "“[_
and smashing into a lamp-post. Turning to Elias to congra tula

the mage had passed out. e
-
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When Elias opened his eyes again and managed to focus on the
saw his own reflection amid a vast expanse of scarlet satin bedding. The
opened a moment later, and he cautiously sat up. “What happened?”
Claire and Ratatosk glanced at each other, and Vita grinned. “Pa_y '
the decker to Claire. “She said your first words would be ‘Where am I?
thought you'd figure that out for yourself. How are you?”
“A bit groggy, but 1 know my name, and yours, and that this is proba ) ;f,
Seamstresses’ Union... did we get what we needed?” '{
“Some of it,” said Ratatosk, sitting on the enormous bed. “The file I { fe
proves that the pilots thought they were taking part in a reality TV show.
Vita had to abandon the Rolls—not that we had a buyer for it—and 1 cc ul
find anything about the dragon.” e !
“Dragon?” asked Elias. ;" Nt |
“The picture of a talon I showed you? A dragon left that in the wing 0
“That claw? It belonged to Lofwyr,” Elias said.
The decker stared at him. “How the frag do you know that?”
“l was chatting to Lowfyr’s doctor while you were upstairs
me she'd had to heal him after he lost a claw, right around
went down. Judging by the scale on the photos, that talon ¢ §
pean dragon of the same size and coloring, so...it might be
1 doubt it. How long was 1 out?” '
“Most of the day,” said Claire, whllq
“You took some serious damage, eith b T
got oif before they hit the i %
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) -, l‘smoky haze and mood lighting, nearly everyone who walked
e Seamstresses Union looked like a potential threat to Jake. Tech-
- ckbeat pulsed through the house stereo at respectable levels—loud
F
¢ i: -'ﬁ to discourage clientele from engaging the working girls in any kind
eaningful conversation but quiet enough not to distract customers
from shelling out their hard-earned nuyen on a good time. Jake knew all of
*Mada_m Sinful’s girls and guys, but every time he heard the brothel’s discreet,
 front entrance swing open and a new face wandered in, his blood pressure
spiked for a few minutes while he kept close tabs on the newcomer.

Someone posing as a john could actually be looking for him. Jake felt
pretty confident that Madam Sinful wouldn'’t sell him out, but if an agent
trying to hunt him down got ahold of the wrong girl and managed to loos-
en her lips with money, drugs, or good old-fashioned violence, Jake knew
he'd probably end up on a fragging morgue slab. Again. Only, this time, he
wouldn’t wake up.

Fortunately Jake’s booth at the club tonight afforded him the perfect
place to keep an eye on the entrance without being noticed. The door jin-
gled, which his paranoia-trained ears could pick out from the thumping
bass, cuing him to perk up and pay attention.

A dwarf in Amerindian-fringed leathers wandered inside, his lips al-
ready twisted and drooling from what Jake guessed was the aftereffects
of a decent BTL high. Jake relaxed but didn’t completely let down his
guard. Marcel came by once every few nights. The dwarf got his chip on
~at home—Madam Sinful had a strict no-BTL policy here—and then would

~ wander into the Union to work off his comedown with one of the girls.
£ ~ Been here so long I even know the regular patrons’ habits, Jake thought,
disgusted at himself. But he couldn’t go anywhere else, not yet. Word on
‘the street was someone had been asking around about him lately, and it
never paid to be too careful, especially when this current safehouse had
served him well so far. Madam Sinful gave him free room and board in
exche nge for hblplng her with problem clients bothering the girls. The mo-
nt he s t foot o t51de the Union, however, he'd have a giant laser dot
 righ .' o ||‘ ead.
d an ed to perusing files on his pocket secretary. The
' + on Glutm n, an acquaintance since his early
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They got to Kitsune, Glutman had said. Keep your head down extra low
for awhile.

The message had arrived via secure backchannels several days ago, but
Jake reread it often, just to burn those words into his head. Didn’t matter
whether Kitsune was still alive or had all of her fingers and toes and eye-
balls and lips and tongues and tails still attached. Didn’t matter that she'd
also managed to fall off the grid and remain incommunicado even via se-
cret, plan-B channels Jake and her set up long ago.

They got to Kitsune.

If “they” could get to Kitsune, they sure as hell could get to him. It was
only a matter of time.

Scratching an itch near the datajack implanted in his right temple, Jake
swirled the synthahol Scotch is his glass. “They” were likely deniable as-
sets. Until he killed enough of them for Fuchi to warrant a more personal
touch, the people he'd slotted off would keep on trying, and Jake would
keep picking them off one at a time until either the megacorp deemed him
too expensive to pursue further or some random guttertrash, yakuza, or
freelance operative got lucky and geeked him.

How much was his head worth these days?

Jake fumbled around in the pocket of his black leather trenchcoat—
consciously choosing to ignore the feathered, shamanic fetish and the dog
collar within—and extracted a cigarette from a silver case. He wasn’t much
of a smoker, but he’d found the physical item helped with his ritual. He put
the cigarette between his lips and cupped his hands around it, as though
trying to shield it from the wind while lighting it with a cigarette lighter.

Jake closed his eyes and concentrated. C'mon, Jake, you can do this. Upon
opening his eyes, he saw not the dark, smokiness of the Union but a world awash
with colors. The nearest joygirl’s life force blazed like a bonfire in reds, yellows,
and purples—shed recently tended to one of her favorites. Marcel, on the other
hand, his aura stank of dark blues and sickly greens, with a geometric patch of
black at his temple revealing the datajack hidden under his long, stringy hair.

Amongst these metahuman auras, ethereal wisps flitted about—some
seemingly in a rush, others lazing about like blankets of smoke drifting in a
spring breeze. Jake caught the attention of one of the smaller, lazy specters
with a faintly visible aura. No way in hell would he be able to hook one of
the faster ones, not today.
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Hoi, Jake said, reaching out to the spirit with his will. € n ,'tr b . you
for a favor, young one? y

The spirit solidified into the astral form of a lightning bug and buzzedf'

around his head. I'm not supposed to talk to you, it replied. Go buzz.

The spirit shot off faster than a real lightning bug could. No joy there.

Jake tried another, a spirit shaped like a lounging salamander. I just need
a light, he said, and I'll let you go, I swear.

The salamander spirit blinked its amphibian eyes, flicked out its tongue
at him, then vanished into windblown mist.

Gritting his teeth, Jake let go of the astral plane. All the vivid light van-
ished as smoke, sweat, and backbeat assaulted his consciousness all at
once. “For frag’s sake,” he said under his breath and slid the unlit cigarette
back into his pocket.

Once, not long ago, he was among the most sought-after shadowrun-
ners in the Seattle metroplex—the good kind of “sought-after,” that was.
At the start of his career, he survived arena deathmatches, connected with
a shamanic totem, killed vampires, faced down a powerful free spirit, and
toppled a corporation intent on conquering the Matrix. Hell, he’d even
killed a fragging dragon—in all honesty, Drake had been a young dragon—
which was a claim few runners could make.

Now he was living in a brothel and couldn’t beg a light from even the
lowest-Force denizens of the astral plane.

The front door jingled once more. Another regular wandered in—a pale
ork named Gordo, with a tusk-filled grin for all the girls working the front
of the house. Jake kept an eye on him for a few extra moments just to make
sure he wasn’t packing any heat in those filthy denims. Then again, who
was to say “they” hadn’t gotten to Gordo with the promise of a nice payday?
Was that the outline of a pistol in his pocket?

Jake’s hand instinctively fell to the Ares Predator concealed in his coat
lining. His pulse elevated.

Gordo approached the bar and pulled out a silver, pen-like tube. Not a
pistol—just a credstick to establish tonight’s bar tab.

Jake exhaled and went back to his drink. The problem with being in
this business was sometimes he found it hard to tell when an odd feeling
meant something was truly wrong or if paranoia was simply making its
regular check-in.

Get your head back in the game, he told himself.

He'd been trying for weeks, but after lying low for this long, he didn’t
know how. He could only fixate on the past and analyze it to death, trying
to figure out where he went wrong. Kitsune had tried to help him—D_qg
bless her—but hearmg the truth from her hadn’t set his mind ate
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Compared to takmg down Drake, Br&é
been child’s play. One of his contacts,4a disg ed
had provided Jake, Kitsune, Spatter, Hamfist, and ‘:_ ‘u ';
badges. A quick flash of them to the bored receptlon st at
granted them access to the building. Further into the lobby, K
shapeshifter’s foxtail hidden beneath a snappy pantsuit, flirte:
young wageslave long enough to pickpocket his maglock passl
ter, the team’s mage, cast an invisibility spell that allowed them
into an elevator with an oblivious sarariman who kept looking o
shoulder and scrunching his forehead. Off the elevator, Anders had t
his Defiance Super Shock to tase an employee who bumped into Hamfis
invisible, orkish bulk. Another employee stumbled upon Jake dragging t
tased wageslave into a supply closet; Hamfist rabbit-punched her befor
she could scream and shoved her in the closet alongside the first. _*]
“Coast is clear,” Kitsune said to Jake with a vulpine smirk. “Now
get you a terminal.” e
The Mr. Johnson who'd hired Jake was interested in a rumored F
project considered illegal under most legal jurisdictions, but the datas
housing the files allowed no offsite access. Jake needed to be 1n51&
building to pull this off. iy -
Finding an empty terminal was easy. To protect Jake while he f W
jacked in, Kitsune held a summoned spirit in astral space, benea * 2
ter’s invisibility spell, while Anders and Hamfist kept their guns } f i
down the hall to watch for signs of trouble. Jake shrugged .'1 st __“II f
coat just enough to retrieve the Fuchi Cyber-6 cyberdeck strappec §
his shoulder blades, and in moments he was gliding through the
Matrix defenses like a monofilament blade through flesh..
Though flaunting red-level security, the system pre
challenge to a veteran decker like Jake. Within momen I’
file, replacing it with a dummy file, and jacking out, he’
the system’s unremarkable architecture. oI iy
Just as Jake was reor1ent1ng himse I
tion between cyberspace and neatspac
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Jake, Dog said, its tongue hanging out of its mouth.

0 - said. He couldn’t stop thinking about the precious file

his lv'n- ck he only had to get it out of the building intact.

{ en a little preoccupied lately.

00 preoccupied dabbling in technology, I see, Dog said, lips curling into a

arl. Relymg on all that cyberware you had installed.

¢ I was the only one who could deck into this system. And we already have
~ Kitsune’s spirits for this job.

Dog said nothing.

I'll make it up to you, Jake said. I swear.

That is what you said last time we spoke. Have you forgotten your way, whelp?

Jake glanced back at Anders and Hamfist on lookout down the hall.
Now isn't really the best time for this.

Then when? Dog asked.

“T've got someone coming,” Anders said, adjusting his mirrored sunglass-
es. “Correction: a lot of someones coming. You need to hurry it up, Jake.”

v Jake faced the terminal again; Dog had already vanished.

“Null sheen,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.” Stuffing the cyberdeck un-
der his arm, he pulled out his Ares Predator.

Spatter was lost in concentration. “I can’t sustain this spell much lon-
ger... We should go. Now.”

Anders and Hamfist, still under the invisibility spell, moved into the
hall. Jake followed and stopped dead in his tracks. At the end of the hall,
in front of the sec guards armed with security pistols and body armor,
crouched a leashed pair of angry barghests. The massive, paranormal
guard dogs’ eyes glowed with seething, crimson fury.

Drek.

The barghests saw right through Spatter’s invisibility spell: on the astral
plane the team’s auras showed up as blinding torches to the creatures. The
lead barghest howled a sound so horrid Jake wanted to curl up into a ball
‘and die in a dark, empty room.

§Sce guards opened fire right as the barghests pounced with snapping
g’ ake’s boosted reflexes kicked in, and he shoved Kitsune to the ground
d t alongside her. He felt something break when he landed,
0 time to worry about that. Machine pistols chattered lead
‘Anders went down. Hamfist ducked back into the
urne th three-round bursts from his HK227.

d, “now would be a good time to do your—”"
’, itsune’s prone form stained his ﬁngers
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She was down for the count, which meant the spirit she'd summoned was
also gone. A quick astral check let him know she was still alive—barely.
Magical energy and bullets crackled over Jake’s head as Spatter tossed spells
at the charging barghests and Hamfist traded fire with the sec guards. Sec-
onds later, Spatter took a round to the face and spiraled to the floor. An-
ders’s aura was fading; unless Jake could do something, both Kitsune and
he weren’t going to make it.

Jake turned his perception to the astral plane, where time seemed to
slow both bullets and barghests to a gelatinous crawl. Astral denizens of all
kinds darted every which way, all of them seemingly in a hurry.

Spirits, Jake called out, I beseech you: lend me your aid in this time of crisis!

A towering, high-Force spirit slowed down long enough to lock eyes
with him. By whose authority do you entreat my succor?

By my authority, Jake answered.

You have no authority here, mortal, the spirit said, and with a malicious
sound Jake took for laughter, it departed for the metaplanes.

The next spirit refused to acknowledge his presence. Still, Jake reached
out for it with his will, clawing at it in a desperate attempt to bring it to
heel. He couldn’t grab hold. It felt like trying to capture smoke with his
bare hands.

Despair kicked him square in the gut. In anguish he released his astral
form and fired his Predator at the incoming barghest. The oversized mutt
yelped and collapsed. Hamfist ducked into the hall. Firing his submachine
gun at the sec guards with one hand, the massive ork dragged Jake and
Kitsune to safety one at a time with the other.

“What about Anders?” Jake said. The merc had fallen much further
down the hall.

From the blood slick running down Hamfist’s leg, he’d already taken a
nice hit. “Too risky,” he grunted. “Plus, I never liked the son of a slitch to
begin with. We need to get outta here ‘fore it’s too late. You got the file,
right?”

The cyberdeck, Jake remembered. Where is it?

He glanced out into the hallway, still crawling with security. The Cy-
ber-6 lay in pieces on the floor. The casing and optical chips inside had
snapped in half when he’'d dove for cover and fell on top of it.

v

After getting Kitsune and Hamfist patched up at a street clinic, Jake had re-
turned to his doss to find the place trashed. Every item of importance had
either been stolen or destroyed—everything except two articles normal
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thugs would’ve assumed were just garbage. An ordlnat dog

fetish that first started him on his shamanic journey.

Finding those tags made Jake wonder what he was doing. What was he? A
decker? A shaman? Both? It seemed the more he stepped foot in one world,
the further he became detached from the other. But the cyberdeck had al-
lowed him to get the damning file; his boosted reflexes had allowed him to
save Kitsune’s life; and his dermal armor implants had saved his own life on
the way out of the corp building. If he had forgone any of those, would he
still be alive? What spirit could guarantee him that kind of assurance?

Jake had half expected Dog to show up with an I-told-you-so speech
upon him finding the dog collar, but his totem spirit was a no-show, just
like every spirit he tried to conjure. Still, before permanently bidding his
doss farewell, Jake tucked the collar and tags into his coat pocket. For old
time’s sake.

“Y’know,” said a coy, feminine voice at the fringes of Jake’s reverie, “I've
seen that look before.”

Jake glanced up from the booth. The Union’s bartender, a cara-
mel-skinned, dreadlocked girl named Coyote Ugly, waited with a tray lad-
en with empty glasses. Most of the regulars called her “Coyote” for short,
but not Jake. “Coyote” sounded too much like Dog’s cousin for his own
comfort, so he shortened it to “Ugly” instead, which was unfortunate,
considering she was anything but. Him calling out “Hey, Ugly” across the
Union to catch her attention had gotten him more than a few stares from
first-timers who didn’t know her whole name.

“That’s the look of nostalgia, Army,” Ugly said. Ever since Jake had
first holed up in the Seamstresses Union, she'd taken to calling him by his
shortened surname, and she was the only one he let get away with it.

“So what if it is?” he replied.

“You be careful ‘bout nostalgia, or it'll come ‘round and bite you on the
hoop.”

He looked away from her. “I'll keep that in mind.”

With eyes and chin, she gestured to his now empty glass.
another one?”

Jake held a hand over the glass. “I shouldn’t. I'm technically on the clock.”

“I won't tell if you won’t,” Ugly said with a wink. “Just make sure that
freak Gordo actually pays his bar tab tonight, and I'll call it a win.”

Jake relented.

Ugly poured him another two fingers of whiskey, neat. “You know what
you need, Army?” she said, poking him with an elbow while recapping the
whiskey bottle. “You need a SOTA upgrade On life, that is.”

“You want
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Shlp, Dog sald'] <e’s
because they'd been im e 1.
had to keep up with SOTA 11ke.eve1’y e vhich 1
portion of his humanity for an edge he believed not eve; 1
him. SOTA...that was what got Jake in trouble with Dogin t
But a SOTA upgrade on life? How could he do that her S
lam, acting as a glorified bouncer for a house of ill repute?
“I know you're slumming,” Ugly said, “but do you really wai 1t
a whorehouse for the rest of your life?” She shook her head as
girls walked by wearing only bikinis and high heels. “Nevermind.
answer that. But seriously: Buck up, soldier. That’s an order.” With a
she punched him in the shoulder and wandered off to serve Gordo, wi
seemed intent on getting seriously drekfaced tonight. .
Jake spent the next several minutes watching Coyote Ugly clean gla:
es and mix drinks. Business seemed to slow. By the time the front
jingled again, Marcel had gone upstairs with one of the elven joygﬁ'l})
Gordo was four sheets to the wind. Jake perked up, his hand resting on.
hidden Predator. e
A human shape shambled into the Union. Jake’s fingers tensed until
recognized another of the club’s regulars. In another life, Sam Watts wo
probably been a corp exec, with his stylish pinstripes and conservative 1
cut, but when he swayed into the Union, his hair was ruffled, and his dish
eled, unbuttoned suit jacket already had stains down the front. From
shape of Sam’s walk, Jake could tell he was already blitzed out of his gourc
Sam plunked himself down at the bar and nearly missed t ,
tirely. “Hey, beautiful,” he said in a drunken drawl to Ugly, “you gc
bunraku girls here? I'm in the mood for shomethin’...weird.”
Ugly’s eyes narrowed. Meat puppets. Even Jake knew Mada
wouldn’t stoop that low. “Sam, you know we don’t—" h
“There a ‘random’ shetting on those bunraku thingé \
went on, oblivious. “Or mebbe 1 can get me a girl prc
she’s a man who’s convinced she’s a woman trapp d T' I
weird enough, r1ght7 Bet the yaksh do that k r
ed motherfraggers o' it
“Sam,” Ugly insisted. “You know we d
Sam ignored her. “Mebbe I could p
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Mind yer own fraggin’ biz,” Sam said, bleary eyes not truly acknowl-

ng Jake’s intrusion. “I'm talkin’ to the 1i'l lady here.”

v ~ “Sam,” Jake said. The tinge of a growl crept into the name.

' drunk. Go home. Want me to call you a cab?”

e “Negatory, chummo,” Sam said, stabbing a finger toward Jake with his

eyes closed. “I ain’t leavin’ ‘til I get me shome bunraku.”

“Fine,” Ugly said with contempt. “You want some bunraku? Head to
the yakuza parlor twelve blocks down. 1f some Rusted Stiletto freaks don’t
geek you on your way, I'm sure the yaks will when you show up.”

“No,” Sam said waving off the idea. “No yaks. Howzabout you be my
meat puppet for tonight?” He ran a fingertip along Ugly’s wrist.

She immediately wrenched her arm away from him. “Not a chance.”

“Hey, Ugly,” Sam said. “Give a guy a break.”

Jake frowned. No one called her that but him. “All right, chummer. 1
think it’s time for you to leave.”

“Back off!” Sam barked. “Can’tcha shee me’n the lady’re havin’ a conver-
shation here?”

Sam grabbed Ugly by the arm, and she instantly backhanded him across
the jaw.
“Don’t ever touch me again,” she snapped.
“That’s it,” Jake growled, snatching up a fistful of Sam’s collar and hoist-
ing him to his feet. “You're coming with me.”
“Why 1 oughtta—"
Jake yanked up on Sam’s collar to force him onto his tiptoes, then twist-
ed Sam’s right arm up behind his back. “Save it. You'll live longer.”
“All right, all right! Geez!”
Rather than make a scene outside the front door, Jake escorted Sam out
v the back. The alley reeked of garbage, urine, and some acrid, gagging stink
 that was probably devil rat droppings. Yellowed streetlights from around
~ the corner filtered through fire escapes, dappling trash bags and dumpsters
~ with cris s$1ng zebra patterns. For a moment Jake basked in Seattle’s
iad sounds—di stant Lone Star sirens probably running down a go-
A : i II vl of street traffic, suborbitals and helos coming in
; tside ‘again, even if it was just an alley in Red-

“You're
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© “Go home, Sam,” Jake said, prodding the drunk a few staggering steps
down the alley.

Sam waved him off. “All right, all right already.”

“You want me to call you a cab?”

A shadow shifted further down the alley. “The only cab yer gonna be cal-
lin’, spugface,” a deep, thrumming voice said with a sinister hiss, “is a fraggin’
hearse.”

By instinct, Jake drew his Predator and aimed at the hunched silhouette.
Another shadow joined the first, then another, and another. From above, a
clatter on the fire escapes betrayed even more shadows.

The largest shadow, a troll with a broken horn and dressed in black leathers
and browns the color of dried blood, muscled forward to step into the zebra
patterned light. “Well, well, well,” the ganger said, the blocky shape of a heavy
pistol in his oversized hand. “The mutt finally decided ta crawl outta his den.”

The ganger stepped further into the light, and Jake saw a crude insignia on
the troll’s jacket: a cross made of four sharp blades, with a black-and-yellow
biohazard sign at its center.

Jake cursed under his breath and thumbed off his Predator’s safety. Rusted
Stilettos. Probably the craziest thrill gang in all of the Seattle metroplex. What
the frag were they doing this deep into Touristville? A quick dip into astral per-
ception confirmed a count of at least half a dozen of them with guns already
trained on him.

“Get behind me,” Jake said to Sam.

Instead, Sam’s drunken brain made him turn tail and run. He didn’t get
far. Two Taser darts sank into his back. His whole body seized up, and he
face-planted into a mound of garbage, twitching and retching all over himself.

Sweat beaded on Jake’s palm as he renewed his grip on the Predator. The
back door had already swung shut, and the nearest dumpster was too far away
to dive behind. His cybered reflexes could let him get off one shot on the troll
and maybe two more before the gangers tore into him. Drums throbbed in his
head. Had he felt like this facing down Drake? No, he'd had magic on his side
then. What did he have going for him now?

“Do you know who 1 am?” he said with false bravado.

“You're Jake Armitage,” the troll said. “Someone paid us some real good
money to take you out.” From his pocket he pulled a rusted knife and licked
the blade with his large tongue. A manic flash lit his eyes. “I wouldn’t put up
a fuss if | was you. 1t'd be a shame if we had ta go in there an frag up yer girl-
friend.”

Jake knew he was a decent shot, but there was not a chance in hell he could
singlehandedly protect the Seamstresses Union from these scumbags. Not
unless—
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Without even thinking, he dove into the astral plane. Even if he could
somehow convince one of the lowly spirits to help him, what good would
a spark small enough to light a cigarette do against so many gangers? Jake
ground his teeth and clawed out in desperation.

Suddenly his astral self caught something. He expected the essence of a
low- or medium-Force spirit but was sorely mistaken. The burning-coal eyes
of the most powerful spirit Jake had even seen bore holes right into his soul.

How dare you touch me! the spirit boomed, turning Jake’s brain into mush.
Let me go!

No, Jake said. You will do as I ask.

By whose authority?

Jake was about to respond the same way he'd tried summoning all of the
cigarette-lighter spirits, but here, in this life-and-death moment, with sev-
eral pointed at him and his temporary home, that answer evaporated on his
astral lips.

By Dog’s authority! Jake shouted. Instantly he could feel his own will exert-
ing upon the ethereal flame, compelling it to obey him not as a slave, but as a
partner. An extension of who Jake was.

The spirit hesitated. Then its coal eyes closed. As you wish.

Jake let go of the astral and witnessed the alley light up with blinding
yellow and orange flame. Like living magma, the fire spirit manifested on the
physical plane and exploded tongues of flame into the Rusted Stilettos. The
troll ganger caught on fire and ran out of the alley, shrieking in terror. The
smell of untold heat and burnt flesh curled Jake’s nose hairs. While the spirit
set the rest of the gangers on fire, Jake shot down those who tried to run. A
few managed to flee into the street, but he didn’t bother pursuing them. It
was a good bet the Stilettos wouldn’t be bothering the Union again for quite
some time.

So much for keeping a low profile.

Thank you, Jake said to the hovering cloud of living fire. I owe you my life.

You owe me nothing, the spirit replied. But your totem, on the other hand...

Standing in the middle of smoking, flash-fried ganger corpses, Jake
watched the spirit wander down the alley and disappear back into the astral
plane. Near where the spirit vanished, he saw the unmistakable silhouette
of a small dog staring at him from the shadows. Jake blinked, and the dog
vanished.
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~ “Name’s Dresdan,” the dwarven chc

Jake over a handshake. “Coyote Ugly =1""1j (178 o

“Yeah,” Jake said, trying_'te""i'gfmre all ""E‘ bone s:
and other disturbing surgical implements scatﬁé d about
the place. “My safehouse’s been compromised. Just
need a place to lie low for awhile.”

“T've got just the thing, Mr. Armitage.” Dresdan
beckoned Jake further into the street clinic—Organ
Grinders, the neon sign out front said. “Right this L.f"
way. We'll get you set up nice and easy. 1 just hope
you're not claustrophobic.”

Jake followed the dwarf down some poorly lit
stairs that led into, of all places, a morgue. One
of the slabs was already open; a blue-tinged
corpse missing a couple of limbs was lying on it.

Oh, great, Jake thought. Here we go again.

“It’s not much,” Dresdan said, rolling out the
nearest slab, “but no one’ll think to look for you
here. Just hop on in, and I'll leave you to it.”

“Thanks,” Jake said.

He settled down onto the cold metal slab,
trying not to fixate on how familiar the scene
felt. Dresdan rolled him inside and closed him
away into darkness. Only the screen of Jake’s
pocket secretary provided him light.

As he lay there trying to get comfortable in
the too-cold cubby, Jake heard a quiet jingle in
his coat pocket. He pulled out the dog collar and
tags—in all the craziness of the night, he'd forgot-
ten they were there—and stared at them in the pocket
secretary’s glow for a good long while.

Jake laced the collar around his neck and fastened it
closed. The cold dog tags settled into the hollow of his
neck. It felt...comforting to wear after all this time.

Turning off his pocket secretary, he finally tried to get
some rest, but that was harder said than done. His new, lit-
tle world was just too damn cold. As he drifted off to sleep,
he wondered if the dwarf had remembered to swi
the refrigeration for this unit.
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{ 1-11ré for superheroes, which is why it really torqued me off to
ii ng on one staring at an ordinary Redmond nightclub through Kens-
t ybereyes. Locals call this place the Joke. It’s a dive crammed between
‘1&. k u za-owned warehouse and a low-rent data hosting center in the heart
¥ usted Stiletto territory.
1e Stilettos are part of the reason | was here. They aren’t what Lone
*Star refers to as a ‘top tier threat, but a gang loaded with orks and trolls is
“nothing to blow off, especially if you're the type to gamble with them and
lose without the creds to pay off the marker.

Four hours ago, 1 was in bed watching old flatvids when Conspir-1-see
buzzed me with a job. The name doesn’t lie. Conspir-I-see still believes
that Bigfoot is proof the Awakening started before 2011. He also has some
theories about Richard Villiers that will singe your cortex. Conspir-l-see
wanted me to do overwatch on a mutual friend named Dodger. When 1
asked him what Dodger was up to, he didn’t know. That should’ve been my
first red flag. The second should have been when he told me that Dodger
didn’t—and probably shouldn’t—know someone was looking after him. If
that wasn’t bad enough, when I asked where Dodger was, he set me up
with locational data cobbled together from Dodger’s last few LTG logins
and gridlink interactions. 1t showed up as a blinking red dot on my Harley
Scorpion’s nav screen.

“What's your angle on this, Conspir-l-see?” 1 couldn’t help feeling like a
pawn, but that’s how it is in the shadows. Corporations use you, governments

~use you, other shadowrunners use you; we're kinda disposable that way.

- “Come on, Wedge, can’t 1 just be helping out a friend?”
£ ? h 1 didn’t expect him to tell me anyway.

S 2N parked as close to the blinking red dot as 1 could without the corner-
boys gettlng wise and navigated the dense slum through fire escapes and
-~ across rooftops, making sure the Stilettos never got a chance to see me.
~ The one book I remember reading was about superheroes and zom-
- bies. The st per wore a leather jacket and went around breathing fire like a

‘ag  dragon. 1nk he even called himself the Great Dragon or some

. 1 do ” * ber the plot, but the cool bits stuck. So here 1

f in her jacket with dragon emblems running down

‘world like a superhero. I'd even packed for the

jatching se o Ceska Black Scorpions, and a
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monofilament sword strapped to my back. The sword was for show. Hell, if
1 got into that much trouble 1 wouldn’t even have time to pull it out. Still,
it intimidates the frag out of gangers.

The rooftop kept me from having to pull out the sword, but it also gave
me the best vantage point on the club. I needed it the moment I caught site
of my target. Dodger’s shoulder-length hair was gathered into a ponytail
that exposed his elven ears. He wore jeans, a white button-up, and a leath-
er jacket that left him looking like he came from a higher price bracket
than the bar regulars. He strode out of the club with a leathered-up elf
woman on his tail. 1 can’t read lips, but whatever she was going on about
had her all worked up. He stopped so short that she ran into him. She kept
right on yelling, the kind of pitch you get from a lover’s quarrel or anything
involving a lady being right and the guy not owning up to it. Finally his
head slumped in that defeated way and he held out his hand. 1 had to zoom
in my optics to see it: A maglock keycard.

I sighed and triggered the autodial on my commlink. A gruff voice
sounded immediately in my earpiece. “What'd you find out?”

“This is drek, Conspir-1-See. He’s fighting with his girlfriend.”

“Can’t be, chummer. Tell me exactly what you saw.”

“I'm seeing it right now. He’s having a war of the words with an elven
joygirl outside of the Joke.”

“Send me a vid-capture.”

With a sigh, 1 readjusted my cybereyes so 1 could get a good visual on
Leather girl. She had long, black hair with bangs that covered her forehead
and most of her oval eyes. I snapped a few frames as she hugged Dodger
tight and jogged back inside the club. Dodger stared at the keycard for a
few moments before climbing onto his Honda Rapier.

“Pictures ought to be in your inbox. I'm telling you it’s his girl.”

“He isn’t into girls, Wedge.”

That caught me off guard. I've known Dodger for years. Sex never came
up. Finally 1 said, “Why don’t we just ask him what he’s up to?”

Conspir-1-see’s laugh is what you'd call a chortle. It’s a full-bellied Santa
Claus sound laced with condescension. Frag this job. 1 have better drek to do
on a Friday night. Not much, mind you. Work was slow, and the clubs don’t
have the appeal they did when I was sixteen. However, nobody likes wasted
time, even when it means earning enough nuyen to fill the fridge for a week.
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gonna shoot you.” 1 started for the fire escape

pul 'r- p,ut onto the dead street. I'd just hit the ladder when

a set of headlights flare up down the block and pull out after
.’ odge . 1 stopped short. It could have been a coincidence, but my gut said

L therwise.

- ltdidn’t take long to get to my Scorpion and roll it out onto the street

~ afew blocks down the road. 1 caught a glimpse of Dodger turning left to-

wards the 405 and the car followed. It was a black, three-door Nissan Jack-

rabbit, unremarkable except for the fact that it was following my friend. 1

slid down the ladder, hopped on my bike, and pulled into the street after it.

Tailing a car isn’t an easy thing. It gets harder when you’re trying to
scan the plate numbers and feed them to a smug Amerind at the other end
of a commlink. Conspir-1-See finished his perfunctory ‘1 told you so” and
spat back DMV data. The car belonged to Telestrian Industries. The plate
numbers lined up with their security motorpool, but they were tagged in
some way he couldn’t decipher.

Dodger stopped in front of a Stuffer Shack cast in the shadow of the
405. The car sped past him, turned a corner, and stopped a block away. 1
B turned into an Alley after watching him climb off the bike and stroll into
i the store. Right then 1 decided to break cover. It wasn’t good streetcraft,
but this whole situation stank like Wampa drek. 1 wanted to look him in
the eye and find out what this run was really about. I walked down the alley
to the next street over, then 1 jogged until I was at the Stuffer Shack’s back
= door. I went inside, careful to stay near the freezers on the rear wall. 1 spot-
ted Dodger a couple of aisles over, comparing two bottles of cheap wine.
LS “Hoi, Dodger.” I pretended to be surprised to see him. I shook his hand
and took him up in a bear hug. The elf was more bone than meat. I'm not
- what you'd call a big guy, or all that strong, but Dodger disappeared into

2 my embrace. I thought I felt his bones click together as 1 squeezed.
. The elf stepped back and regarded me coolly. He said, “It has been a
~long time.”
“Right, the last time must’ve been right after Ares cluster bombed your
[ oss in Puyallup. 1 remember Kham was giving you drek for weeks.”
+—1e nodded. 1 picked up a Twinkie and flipped it back and forth between
. I said, “Anything special going on? 1 could use the work.”
g much. A spot of minor work for an old friend, but nothing
Ul s E ;{;.ched a moment for the right word, finally set-
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Dodger’s a friend, and I don’t have so many that I get to pick and choose
who 1 keep. He’s also an elitist piece of drek. It’'s been my experience that
most elves are. He recognizes the value of hard-working street samurai
like me, but since I can’t sling mana or hack black IC, he considers my tal-
ents rudimentary, like I'm some fragging red shirt from the old Star Trek
flat vids—the 2020 reboot, not any of today’s drek. 1 knew right then he
wouldn’t appreciate being tailed, and he definitely wouldn’t understand
how or why I knew he was being followed.

“Null sweat, chummer,” 1 said. “You just let me know when you've got a
run | can help you out with.” We both smiled, and 1 waited for Dodger to
pay for his drink. As soon as he left, 1 slipped out the back door and waited
on my bike until I saw the Telestrian cruiser pass.

We got back on to the 405 and drove south through Bellevue until the
highway intersected with the 5. 1 could tell by then he was headed for
downtown, so 1 dropped back a half-dozen cars until the Telestrian vehicle
was at the edge of my vision. No use in getting caught tailing a target when
you don’t have to. Conspir-1-see called right after.

I said, “So, who's the girl?”

“Winnie Wang. She’s contracted under a mid-level simsense and vid
recording outfit called Lotus Eater Entertainment. She’s done a handful
of sims, mostly softcore stuff, but the company officially lists her as an
administrative assistant.”

There’s no such thing as mid-level corp. These days everyone belonged
to someone bigger. “So, who does she really belong to? Ares? Saeder-Krupp,
Yamatetsu?”

“Telestrian, actually. Lotus is one of their earliest acquisitions.”

“l suppose Telestrian made them an offer they couldn’t refuse?”

“You realize nobody else gets your flat-vid quotes, don’t you, Wedge?”

“That’s why 1 still talk to you, chummer.” 1 hung up and pressed down on
the pedal. Dodger veered into the exit lane past Aurora Village, a place I've never
seen him turn at before, and 1 knew at once he'd either made the Telestrian team
or he was headed to do whatever 1 was supposed to be protecting him on.

He drove up to a row of squat, grey buildings. I recognized two as federal
offices. Each one belonged to a different agency, and given their appearance,
they were the sort of places that meant a lot more before North America had
turned into a jigsaw puzzle of competing nations. He headed for the smaller
building where the cluster met up with other industrial properties and the
handful of stores that were still open. The sign on the front of the building
read National Transportation Safety Board Support Office.




”? !

." 'Il" L ':-

1 followed him as best I could. I stuck to alleys, anghng for a 1'th;ettei“ vie r'll'
With my eyes zoomed in, | watched him swipe the passkey over the lock. It

clicked green and Dodger went inside. I sent Conspir-1-see a quick message
letting him know where we were, and then it was back to waiting.

Conspir-1-see’s return call clicked in my earpiece. He was breathless,
the way he always gets when he thinks he’s uncovered a plot. “I ran those
VINs you gave me. This is big, chummer. The drek Dodger’s into is way
bigger than 1 first thought. “He sounded like he was waiting for me to
whistle, squeal, or make some other sound to nudge his story forward.
When 1 didn’t, he went on. “The team trailing Dodger aren’t just Teles-
trian security, they work for his Corporate Information Advisor, Evan
Brightstar.”

“You mean his personal fixer.”

“Right, which made me wonder what Telestrian could be interested in
at the NTSB. I cross-referenced the name with their public case database
and found a match. James Telestrian 11 died in a plane crash over the Pacific
Ocean. The blackbox was never recovered, so the case was closed.”

He paused dramatically, so this time I gave him his nudge. “And?”

“And the case was reopened last week when the NTSB received an
anonymous tip claiming that the final recordings of that flight were faked.”

This time my surprised whistle was real. “You said Wang worked for Teles-
trian via Lotus Eater Entertainment. Any way they’re mixed up in all of this?”

He said, “I'd have to see what he’s doing on the ’trix to be sure.”

There was no way for me to see inside without blowing my cover and
also alerting the people watching him. However, the security detail wasn’t
busting in guns drawn, nor were they doing anything to indicate they'd
put in a call to Lone Star. In truth, they looked like they were doing exactly
what 1 was doing; trying to keep Dodger safe. The proof of that came when
a worker stopped at the alley entrance trying to get in. Two of the security
people leaped out and grabbed the worker. They silently wrestled him to the
ground and dragged him further back into the alley. The pair knocked out
the surprised worker and stuffed him in a dumpster before returning to their
vehicle. I vid-captured the whole thing and sent it off to Conspir-I-see.

He said, “1 don’t doubt Dodger is working for Telestrian.”

“It could be a white hat job. He could be testing the matrix security for
Telestrian, so they know that nobody is tampering with the case files.”

“Do you go out of your way to be naive, chummer? He’s probably look-
ing to see what the NTSB uncovered about the crash Telestrian worked so
hard to cover up.”

S
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The side door opened *h‘
both ways down the alley be
ing back towards his bike. l ran thf i s
head, measuring the distance between th "? 4' ail
and comparing it to how long it would take me t 0 get in .'*,{;' '- *
position. I unstrapped my Ceska Black Scorplons and ‘ S 773

Nothing happened. '

Nobody got out of the car. Dodger hopped on his blke d z
the street back towards Is. His tail got moving a moment later.
breathe again, and then 1 followed them.

This time he headed downtown. Dodger isn’t the type to waste
Once he’s finished with a run, he tries to get the data to the Joh
fast as possible. It’s good streetcraft. The longer you're holding so
somebody else wants, the better chance your hoop gets shot off
decided to keep things homogenous.

He left the freeway near the southern end of Lake Union, exmnk
a place most people called the Elven District. The district is more townl
mes than tenements. My bike and leathers stuck out as much as my lac k
pointed ears. I had to fall back to the very edge of what my cybereyes allo
me to see. 1 lost the Telestrian car twice before realizing it had stopped.
security car tailing him parked three blocks from a restaurant called
of Tir na NOg. Dodger’s bike was parked outside the restaurant along w
several other bikes and high-end cars. 1 clocked two more security vehicle
the same make and model as the first already parked on the street. T} “ tp
the muscle count at eight to one. Even if 1 could sling mana, it w
good odds. Conspir-1-see was chirping at me on my commlink.
into an alley as close as I dared get to the Telestrian detail and fille

“Drek, Conspir-l-see. I think we oughta tell Dodger what’s goi

“Tell him what? That you've been following him around
you think his Johnson is going to geek him after the me' :

“If you didn’t want me to let him know he’s in tro 1
me for?” "

“I'hired you to keep Dodger’s hoop from g ge ing .I
you 're going to do.” - »

“We can’t be sure Te].e trian’s gonna tu
In the following silence
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en ‘til the Johnson is clear Telestrian’s guy will leave first,
~ ity team will step in and eliminate Dodger. They’ll probably
nake it look like a gang hit, so there’s no connection back to the Johnson.”

"1 nodded, even though there was nobody there to see me. | considered
the security vehicles watching him from down the road and said, “I'm go-
IJ. ing to need more shooters.”

My next call was to Argent, a legend among us runners and a man who'd
known Dodger a lot longer than me, long enough to owe the decker a favor
or three. 1 explained the situation. Unfortunately he wasn’t in much of a
listening mood. “Argent, Dodger’s our friend. He needs us.”

“l hear you, chummer, but 'm otherwise occupied at the moment. You
could put in a call to Hatchetman. He’s good for this kind of work.”

Hatchetman.

We'd been acquaintances a few years now. | even considered him a friend
X once. I met Hatchetman through the Shadowland boards Captain Chaos
ran. The boards kept us in contact with one another so we could share in-

. formation and try to stay alive that much longer. Conspir-I-see called it the
, social network for shadowrunners. When Hatchetman and 1 first connected,
* we found a lot of things in common. Both of us were into weapons technol-

ogy and state-of-the-art cyberware. I've gone under the knife a few times
trying to stay SOTA. Cybereyes, cyberear, smartlink upgrades. Hatchetman’s
a different sort of upgrader. The ‘ware can be a drug. Every ounce of steel
you press into flesh makes you that much stronger or faster beyond what a
meta—even a troll—can do. That much power is addictive, and Hatchetman
is hooked hard. He’s spent so much time under the knife there isn’t much
below the neckline that isn’t chromed. 1 have my doubts about the neck up
as well. When do you stop being a man and become a machine?

After going through four other runners I trusted, all unavailable, 1 took Ar-
~ gent’s advice and put in a call to Hatchetman. He grumbled something about
~ the opportunity to test out a new weapon targeting system and agreed to help.

Shadowland Hatchetman is different from the thing you see in person.
-Qn.the ‘trix, Hatchetman is insightful, practical, and damned funny. The
meat version doesn't offer those qualities. It took ten stress-filled minutes
or 1 ‘ @t&versmn to show up. I spent that time sweating and straining
tics to hmpses of Dodger having dinner with leather girl Win-

rom th e. They were already on dessert when Hatchetman

He wasn’t looking well. White skin clung to his face like a mask pulled
too tight. Brown hair shot up from his skull in patchy tufts. Hatchetman
wore his trademark armored vest. He always left his arms exposed, so peo-
ple could see the chrome. His legs bent awkwardly when he walked, and
it wasn't until days later that I realized his knees hadn’t so much bent as
compressed, like shocks on a car.

“Where do you want me?” Even his voice sounded artificial. I went
through the plan, and the two of us took up positions closer to the restau-
rant. Another half hour passed before Wang walked out and got into a Saab
Dynamit. We figured she’d leave first. Her departure doubled as a signal
for the Telestrian shooters to get in place. Sure enough, nine security car
doors popped open and eight armed men climbed out wearing the trade-
mark green of the Ancients street gang. 1 fed Conspir-l-see Wang’s VIN
and asked him to track the car on gridlink as it sped away. He'd probably
sleazed the gridlink before 1 hung up.

Hatchetman was in position on a nearby rooftop—he’s into that drek.
I stayed at ground level, haunting an alley only footsteps away from the
restaurant. We made eye contact, and Hatchetman dropped from the roof
like a slab of plasticrete. He hit the ground with the clank of metal breaking
rock, making everyone turn towards him. The ground cracked where he
hit, leaving fissures a foot long. A three-story fall, and he didn’t even break
stride. It scared the frag out of me, so 1 wasn’t surprised to see the Telestri-
an men freeze up. One swore in a language that had to be Sperethiel, and
managed to get his gun up. He targeted a burst right at the runner.

Hatchetman didn’t even slow down.

The cybered beast cut through four of them before I could even react
to cover my own targets. All I could see was the blur of mechanical arms,
and four elves falling to the pavement bleeding from various wounds and
fractures.

I dragged myself into action in what must have seemed like slow mo-
tion to Hatchetman. One of the men 1 was supposed to cover turned to-
wards me and squeezed off a burst from his Uzi. I lunged sideways, and
the bullets shattered the glass front of the restaurant. I was on him then,
wrenching the gun out of his hand and shoving my Ceska into his midsec-
tion, where the burst would do the most damage, and pulling the trigger.
The gang poser went down in a heap, and 1 leaped at his friend. My shock
glove found the next’s one’s throat, and 1 let the current usher him into un-
consciousness. A third was still climbing out of the car when another burst
of gunfire sent him to the ground, followed by a gurgling cry. 1 turned




back to Hatchetman. He was surrounded by five
bodies. A few writhed on the floor, while others
were eerily still.

I don't think thirty seconds had passed.

People on the street and in the restaurant
were screaming. 1 knew Lone Star would be on
the way. Still, a quick glance towards the restau-
rant showed my luck was holding up. Dodger’s a
smart one. The initial volley of gunfire compelled
him to keep his head down. Any shadowrunner
knows to stay out of a fight that isn’t his. Before
the elf realized the danger had passed, 1 fled back
into the alley to meet up with my partner.

Hatchetman must've taken a bullet in the
shoulder because a flap of orthoskin hung off
the muscle. He didn’t seem to notice, so 1 de-
cided not to mention it. “What now?” he asked.

“Now we go have a little fun with Ms. Johnson.”

We found Winnie Wang in her doss on the
lower end of Bellevue. By the look of her secu-
rity, she either hadn’t heard about the massacre
or didn’t rate high enough on the food chain to
warrant serious protection. We came in through
the parking garage to avoid detection. Conspir-I-see seized control of the
building’s cameras and looped clean feeds to cover our movements. We
could’ve used the front door, but the doorman had a panic button on an
isolated system Conspir-l-see couldn’t touch.

Wang rented a corner apartment on the eighth floor. Hatchetman
kicked in the door and 1 followed him through. She was sitting on the
couch, watching her own demo reel. She leaped to her feet, and Hatchet-
man shoved her right back down.

He offered to geek her, so she wouldn’t identify us and put a hit out on
us later. I talked him down by reminding him how much it would cost her
corporation to have him killed, especially after what I'd seen an hour ago.
The memory of him dismantling those elves still rattled around in my head
like a pinball. Besides, it wasn’t his chrome-plated, armored hoop 1 was
worried about, anyway—it was mine.

“But you might get your chance if she doesn’t play ball,” I finished.

She was pleading now, wide eyes darting around the room. It occurred

Appacently fun, Like no, is one of
those words that means diffecent
things to different people. My
commlink buzzed. I considecred
letting it ring, but I knew he’d just
keep calling. Conspic-I-see was
breathless again.

- T

to me that she might have been a pretty jﬂ‘l ’
actor back in the day. 1 broke down the situation
for her. Whatever her instructions for Dodger p
had been needed to change. “He completed his
end of the bargain, and the two of you complet
ed your business. If Dodger winds up missin
or anything worse, we're going to hold you per-
sonally respon51ble That means my friend wﬂl
come back here.” =
1 pointed at Hatchetman, who activated his cyberspur. The fragging
thing was still stained with the blood of the elves he’d worked over earlie _,.' \
She got the point. We left the apartment building the same way we eh— .
tered. Hatchetman and 1 drove a few blocks down the road before stopping
to say our goodbyes.
Hatchetman grinned, an expresswn that reminded me of th Jok
more than anything jovial. He said, “I've never dealt with a ]ohnso
like that before. Working with you was fun, chummer.” |.
Apparently fun, like no, is one of those words that means e'_n- €
things to different people. My commlink buzzed. 1 considered le
ring, but I knew he'd just keep calling. Conspir-l-see was b ea
He said, “1 just found out Hans Brackhaus is in tows
er-Krupp’s top Johnson, and nobody on Shado wland
image of the guy. I got a full credstick waiting )
stress Union if you can pull it off.” /i
1 51ghed and looke Hatch g

l. !
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- 14 "sqtel'l"her she isn’t alone.
dr' uchmg behind a big machine that smells of oil and ozone and
. ed metal, she draws in and tries to make herself as small as possible.

u 9"‘ her frantic heart and stifle her racing breath. It’s cold, but she
sn’t shiver. Despite her thin, ragged clothes, she’s too focused to waste
ene Tgy on shivering.

*1' The screams don’t repeat, but then she hears voices. Low, soft. At least
“two, both male. She doesn’t recognize them. Risking a tentative peep
through an opening in her hiding place, she spots the shadowy figures:
~ one hulking and misshapen and impossibly huge—a troll, or maybe a really
big ork. The other whip-slender: an elf, like her. Both of them are bent over
something on the floor, but she can’t see what it is. A wet ripping sound
rises briefly over their mutterings.

Stupid, Ellie! Her disgust with herself is nearly a physical sensation.
Coming in here had been a mistake, and she should have been smart
enough to know it. She’s only been squatting around here for a month,
but she knows the score: keep your eyes open, don’t make waves, don’t get
noticed, do what everybody else does. Never be alone. That’s how you stay
safe. That’s how you stay alive.

Those boys, though: they were new, and they were trouble. She’d heard
some of the other girls talking about them, over at the motley collection
of old airplane fuselages, cast-off detritus, and rotted-out buildings where
they all slept during the few uneasy hours when they weren’t out scroung-
~_ing for whatever they could find, beg, or steal. One girl told of being cor-

~ nered in an abandoned stairwell; another had been pulled into an old met-
£ ~ al packing crate. You didn’t tell. You couldn’t. As bad as the boys were,
~ being singled out was worse. Everybody knew when it came right down to
it, nobody around here cared about anybody but themselves. Even if you
- were a little girl. Innocence was one of the first casualties of living rough in
~ the sprawl. You got smart fast or you got dead. Or worse.
=t it d 1‘_}-*, ake long for the boys to notice her. They were like a pack of

!
&

ral dogs, careful to stay under the radar of anybody stronger than them-
but all dy to assert their particular form of dominance over

e weak was young and small and pretty. When
4, res at her that she’d understood, even at nine

11'},

]

N -"I-ﬂl_r!rr-"r'..-,,',q:ll.' \E."I:"\F

NEVER ALONE

ROBYN L. KING

She tried her best to never be alone, but that wasn’t always possible. Peo-
ple moved in and out of the squat, came and went, doped up and chipped
up and fumbling awkwardly at each other in dark corners as they tried to
eke some small bit of pleasure from their otherwise miserable lives; techni-
cally she wasn’t alone, but she might as well have been. And that was when
they jumped her.

Or almost jumped her. Would have, except for Oscar.

She'd first seen Oscar—well, this version of him, anyway—three weeks
ago. A couple of days after he died. He’d waved at her from the shadow of a
cluster of old engine parts and razor-sharp metal—waved with his left arm,
since his right had been nearly severed in the accident that killed him. Poor
Oscar. Sweet, shy, clumsy Oscar. He wasn'’t the first, of course. Injuries
happened a lot around here—sometimes people even died. This particular
squat wasn't that different from all the others in the sprawl: old build-
ings that nobody cared about anymore, rotting and stinking and unsafe,
but still providing shelter against Seattle’s toxic rain. Its only claim to any
sort of uniqueness—the fact that it served as a graveyard for the castoffs
from the locked and guarded facility across the street—only made it more
dangerous. Ellie had heard the other squatters talk about the “NTSB,” but
she had no idea what that meant except that it was something to do with
figuring out why planes crashed. That explained why all the old airplane
parts—including sections of fuselage big enough for whole families to live
in—were piled up in front of the old buildings, but Ellie didn’t think the
mysterious NTSB people cared much about the effects of the stuff they
threw away. The whole place was bristling with jagged metal and exposed
bolts and odd acrid chemical smells. One of these jagged bits of metal had
killed poor Oscar when hed lost his balance and fallen on it during an
impromptu game of street tag. The other kids had fled in terror and Oscar
had bled out before anyone had found him.

And then, a day or two later, there he’d been in the shadows of an alley-
way, smiling awkwardly and looking a bit bewildered.

Of course, she'd never mentioned seeing him to any of the others—him,
or the other children she’'d spotted in hidden corners. They were all around
when you looked for them: sad-eyed, ragged, a visual reminder of the real
costs paid so the beautiful people could maintain the delusion that all was
right with their privileged little worlds. Their shabby clothes ranged from
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recent to very old, and they watched with their crushed and sliced limbs

and chemical-burned skin and dead eyes. They stayed becaus they had

nowhere else to go. Ellie knew this, though she wasn’t sure how. She onlyr i

knew she felt sorry for them, and that they represented no danger to her.

She’d awakened that night with an overwhelming need to pee. Cursing
herself for drinking water too close to bedtime, she struggled free of her
thin blankets and stood. She’d have to go outside, but nobody would notice
if she did her business nearby. The rain would wash the evidence away by
morning anyway.

She hadn’t gotten far when she saw Oscar.

He'd looked troubled. He didn’t speak; none of them ever spoke to her.
But he was there, outside, with his dark eyes and his stump of an arm end-
lessly oozing red droplets that never reached the garbage-strewn ground.
He held up his hand as if to say ‘stop.

That’s when she’d spotted them, lurking in the shadows beyond him,
their eyes glittering in the dimness.

The boys. Maybe they were waiting for her, showing patience com-
pletely at odds with their normal wild ways. Or maybe theyd just been
lucky enough to encounter her by chance on their way to commit some
other mayhem under cover of darkness. But either way, there they were.
Waiting for her to draw closer before they sprang.

She didn’t think. She ran. Her feet splashing in the fetid chemical pud-
dles, she took off in the first open direction she saw. Cursing at being
cheated of their prize, they'd pursued her—but they were human and Ellie
had the advantage of her elven low-light vision. She tried to lose them in
the maze of fuselages and engine bits and piled trash, but they kept chasing
her, flanking her on both sides, laughing at their sport. Instead, she darted
across the street, toward the gated facility.

By the time she realized she was running into a dead end, she was
through the open gates and past the prone forms of the two guards. By the
time she realized she could no longer hear the curses and panting breath
of the boys, she’d ducked inside one of the buildings. And by the time she
realized that something very strange and potentially very dangerous was
up if the doors to this place were open and the guards lay still and scat-
tered, her adrenaline-stoked strength had failed her. Unable to keep going,
she’d slumped down with her back against what looked like an enormous
scorched jet engine, and did her best not to make any noise.

She knew she had to sneak back out soon, back to the others and the
relative safety of the squat. It wouldn't be safe, not this time of night. Not
with the boys still lurking somewhere out there. But even the boys were a
gamble compared to what would happen if anyone found her i int
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She peers out through the mac'funesl ain no
The two forms are still bent over something o
wet ripping sounds. More muttering, then a soft plop
alive—or it used to be. She bites her lip to keep from ':t
and stay here. They’ll be gone soon, and then you can go ch ot
More hushed conversation, then the two figures rise from theis
es, still talking quietly to each other. The troll rumbles a question,
elf replies. The troll bends to pick up a boxy object from the floc
both turn to leave. She listens, trembling, as their footsteps reced
silence. ¥
She waits until she hears nothing for several minutes, though !. fe
like hours and she’s sure the intruders will hear her thundering heartbe:
and come back to investigate. Creeping out from behind the mach
she risks a furtive glance around. No one is here. The air is still, wai
The dark, prone form on the floor is between her and the door. The c
pery tang of blood rakes her nostrils, mingling with the ever- pres
of the oil and chemicals. 1
She tries not to look as she sneaks past, but she can’t help it. And v
she looks, she stares. Her eyes widen, her breath quickens. Even i
security lights” dim glow she can tell: it’s one of the guards. He looks de
Not just dead—there’s something even more horribly wrong. Hrs ,
open. His chest is open. The gaping cavity yawns wide, ghttermg
jutting ribs and half-congealed blood that looks black in the redd h
And—things are missing. REC. /.
Oh God...they took his lungs! : I |
She drops to her knees, shock rendering her body rmmob 3
fly to her mouth to stifle the scream as her heart races even f
them find me here. They'll think I did it. They'll think I know—
A change in the air behind her alerts her, but too la
scramble up, but a hand clamps over her face and a !' ]
up her shoulder. As she slips into unconsc1o l
the hand smells like medrcme The last
thing, isn’t she, Prtezel? A nice bonus. 1h
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e struggles t oa 's1tt1ng posmon and examines her surroundings.
I k 2 !lliwoozy, the shot, she realizes. They knocked her out. But
e —where?
V] oever it was, they killed that guy back at the airplane place. Why
adn'’t they killed her, too? Why had they brought her here?

Where was here?

Clutching the cage bars, she strives to take everything in. The room’s
center is well lit by an antique, multi-bulbed fixture hanging above what
looks like an operating table. Trays on either side of the table contain wick-
ed-looking instruments, and some kind of beeping, humming machine
crouches balefully near its head. Screens and monitors sprout from artic-
ulated arms; all of them are currently black. The table is empty. The smell
of antiseptic overlays a faint aroma of decay.

Scattered around the room’s perimeter, pushed back into the shadows,
are a few more cages. As far as she can tell they’re all currently unoccupied.
Az The screams are muted: they must be coming from someplace outside this
room. She takes a deep breath and forces herself not to join them.

. The cage’s lock, she finds out quickly, is solid and immovable, as are the
, sturdy bars. She rattles them anyway. “Hey!” she yells. “Is anybody in here?”
i Her voice comes out cracked and squeaky. “Somebody get me out of here!”

she calls again, stronger this time.

Double doors open then with a harsh pneumatic creak, admitting two
figures. She gasps and drops back to the floor of the cage, recognizing the
familiar forms of the misshapen troll and the slim elf. The troll pushes
something in front of him: a gurney. It’s occupied. A slender feminine arm
dangles over the edge; the elf replaces it with grotesque delicacy. Did they
hear me? Please don't let them hear me...

“Get her ready, Pitezel,” the elf says. His voice is oddly pleasant, but
holds an overtone of something less so. “I'm going to check on our little
princess.” To her horror, he heads directly for her cage and squats down

~ to peer in at her. “Wake up, my dear. 1 heard you yelling, so 1 know you're
- back with us.”

- She swallows and takes a deep breath, her body shaking as she studies
hm} For an elf, she decides, he’s very ugly. Bald, with a lined face, gold-
alf-moon glasses that clip to his nose, and soft, livery lips. Over
ses his brown eyes are cold, lit with malevolent intellect and
“of madness. He wears a crisp white lab coat over an
j ? wn suit; a fussy little bow tie pulls the ensemble
shrinks back, sensing the danger.

The elf smiles at her, making her think of a cat toying with a plump
mouse. “Welcome,” he says. “l am Dr. Holmes. | must say, I was surprised
to find you back there at the facility. Such a stroke of luck! I just had an
order come in that you'll fill nicely.”

“O-order?” Her voice cracks as her gaze cuts past him to the troll, who’s
busily installing the sheet-draped form from the gurney onto the operat-
ing table. “You—killed that guy back there. You took out his lungs! Is that
what’s gonna happen to me?”

“Oh, no!” The elf laughed. “No, no, no! I'm not going to kill you, my
dear. Nothing of the sort!”

This doesn’t make her feel any better. “Well—what then? Are you gon-
na—cut me open and take things out, too?” That seems somehow scarier
than just being killed.

His tan, livery lips split in an unwholesome grin, revealing small even
teeth. “Not at all. In fact, with you 1 won't be subtracting—I'll be adding.”
Before she can respond, he rises to stand over her. “We’ll chat more later.
Must get on with my work. You just be a good little girl and stay quiet, and
I'll get to you soon.”

She watches, trembling, as his form recedes back toward the table. She
swallows hard. Adding? What did he mean by that? What’s going on here?
This looks like some kind of hospital, but not one of the shining, spot-
less ones she’s seen before, back before Mom’s chip habit and her revolv-
ing-door series of boyfriends made things go all wrong at home. This place
is—old. Very old. She can feel the wrongness permeating the very air.

The troll walks over to lock the double doors, then returns to the table.
He and the elf both pull on gloves and masks and bend to their task. She
can’t see what they’re doing as they hover over the form on the table. Now
and then she gets fleeting glimpses at the monitors, which are alive with
scrolling data and flickering images. The two of them move smoothly, with
little conversation. 1t’s clear they’ve worked together many times before.

She doesn’t want to watch, but she can’t help it: something deep within
her insists on knowing what they have planned for her. As the surgery pro-
gresses, her breathing quickens along with her heart rate; despite the chill
of the room, sweat trickles down her back. The instruments clink on the
trays as the elf goes about his business with gleeful efficiency, assisted by
the troll. She hears a whining whirr and her eyes get wide.

No, no! He can’t be—

But he is. He’s sawing a chunk out of the woman’s skull! And ohgod-
she’smoving! The elf shifts to the side a bit to pick up another instrument,
giving her a glimpse of a pink pulsing brain overlaid with jellied blood. The
woman’s eyes are open. For a second Ellie is sure the woman is looking at her.
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o tightly agains _' at she fears her teeth will break, but

ik  be g é‘l]eﬁ It erupts out of her, a vast shriek that seems

-t fmm her small thin body. The steady beeping from the

achine qu 1ckens as if in solidarity, and the body on the table twitches.

'.j| ezel!l” the elf snaps without turning. “Damn it, take care of her!
Put her in the storeroom or something before that racket makes me
botch this job!”

The troll trundles toward her. The sheer enormity of his repulsiveness
stuns her to silence. She’s seen plenty of trolls before: sure, they’re big, and
they have horns on their heads and hard bumps on their skin. But if you
take that into account, they look mostly like regular people.

Pitezel the troll does not look like regular people. He’s enormously fat,
with great bulbous growths of skin hanging down from his chin. Small,
bony spikes jut out between sparse locks of his greasy hair, and one of his
arms is a mismatched dog’s breakfast of machinery and gears and ropy
cables. Pulling down his mask, he regards Ellie through tiny eyes barely
visible between folds of skin. “Come on,” he rumbles, opening the cage
door and grabbing her around the arm with his meat hand. “Can’t have
you disturbin’ the boss.” His huge mouth is full of small, pointed teeth. Just
Y looking at his quivering wattles makes her want to throw up.

I She doesn’t try to run: there’s no point. His hand is damp and clammy
and grips like steel. He half-pulls, half-drags her along, out into a dimly
lit hallway lined with closed doors. She can hear people screaming from
behind some of them. As she glances wildly around, she is surprised to see
two huddled figures near one of the walls: a teenage girl and a young boy.
They watch Ellie and the troll as they pass, their eyes haunted. The troll

. shows no sign of noticing them. She almost calls out to them, but then she

realizes that she can see the faded pattern of the wall through them.

They're like Oscat...

The troll flings open a door and shoves her in. “Be good,” he says, chuck-
ling. “Dr. Holmes'll be back for you soon, and then you'll have some fun.”
- The door slams with a depressing finality.

' She scrambles immediately up and dives for the door, trying to wrench it

i .Qpen It doesn’t budge, of course. Defeated, she sinks to the floor, pulling her

k e[es up and wrappmg her arms around them, and finally lets herself cry.
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nuch time passes before she pulls herself together and
oundings. Her rumbling stomach helps: it’s
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oh, how she tries. She clamps

been many hours since she'd eaten the last meager meal she’'d been able to
scrounge. She looks around.

The door has a small window in it so she has some light, and her own
natural low-light vision helps. She’s in a large room that looks like it might
have been a hospital room at one point, but has since been repurposed for
storage. It had a window, but that’s now covered over with sturdy metal
shutters that she can’t open.

The walls at her eye level and above are lined with shelves, and there are
bins and spare gurneys on the floor. Hoping to find a weapon of some sort,
she examines the shelves.

She doesn't find a weapon. What she does find instead makes her reel back,
gasping with terror, until she crashes rear-end first into the closed door.

What kind of place is this?

The shelves are lined with tanks and jars, each one full of some sort of
foul liquid, each one containing—Ellie isn’t even sure. She doesn’t want to
get close enough to verify what she thinks she’s seen. One of them contains
what has to be a brain, while a perfect dark-skinned human arm floats lan-
guidly in another. A third—oh, no, it can’t be—holds a collection of eyeballs
of assorted sizes, the optic nerves still attached and dangling. All the jars are
like this. Every one of them houses something disgusting. And the bins—the
top of each is emblazoned with the universal symbol for “biohazard,” and
stenciled with SURGICAL WASTE. She isn’t about to open them. She glances
back toward the operating room. What do they do in there?

Are they gonna do it to me?

She remembers, shaking, what the elf—Dr. Holmes, he called himself—
had said to her: “I'm not subtracting, I'm adding.” Are they going to attach
something to her? Will they cut her open and graft a third arm to her chest,
or install another eye in the middle of her forehead? Are this ugly, insane
doctor and his horrific troll henchman going to turn her into some kind
of freak?

She has to get out of here! No way to know when they’d be back for her.
She runs to the door and peeks out through the little window. Someone is
moving out there. “Help me!” she screams, pounding on the door. “Please,
help me!”

The moving figures resolve themselves into a young male ork in an or-
derly’s uniform and a human woman in a hospital gown. The ork appears
to be guiding the woman; she shuffles down the hallway on bare feet, her
eyes vacant, her red lips slightly parted. There’s a white bandage on her fore-
head. The woman is beautiful: her features are perfect, her hair long and
lustrous. She could be on the cover of one of those fashion magazines, ex-
cept for one thing: there’s no intellect behind her gaze. The lights are on, but




nobody’s home. She looks like some
kind of lovely, life-sized doll. As El-
lie continues to watch, horrified,
the ork gets a sly look on his face.
He stops; so does the woman. He
moves in front of her, stroking her
arm and moving his tusky face in
close to hers. The woman responds,
her slack lips sliding into a blank
smile, her arms going around the
ork. Their mouths meet in a kiss as
his hand slides up under her gown.

Ellie pulls away in disgust. She
waits until she hears what sounds
like a barked order outside, then
runs back to the window. The ork
and the human woman are gone.
The hallway is once again deserted.

Wait—no, it’s not. The ghost-
ly figures are still there, and they've
been joined by another: an elderly
dwarf woman, hunched and shaking.

They're all looking at Ellie’s
door.

She stares, open-mouthed. “Help
me,” she begs. “Please. Help me.”

They don’t respond. They don’t
even acknowledge that she’s there,
beyond continuing to focus their
eerie gazes on her.

Tears streak her cheeks again.
She wonders fleetingly if she
should break one of the jars and
use the glass to slice her wrists—the thought terrifies her, but less so than
what she fears will happen if Holmes and Pitezel get their hands on her
again. He said he had a client waiting for me...will I end up like that woman? Is
that what he does to people? Turns them into some kind of zombie?

As one, the three figures shift their eyes down the hall. Her breath
catches in her throat: she can’t see what they’re looking at from this angle,
but she can hear it well enough: the pneumatic creak of the double doors
leading to the operating room.

As one, the three figures shift
their eyes down the hall. Her
breath catches in her throat:

she can’t see what they’re

looking at from this angle, but
she can hear it well enough:
the pneumatic creak of the
double doors Lleading to the
operating room.

The troll is coming back.
Frantic, she glances around for a
place to hide. Behind one of the bins?
Hed spot her in an instant. Under a
gurney? Same problem. In a bin? Even
desperate as she is, that’s not an option.
Sweat springs up on her brow; she forc-
es herself not to hyperventilate in panic.

The knob rattles and then light fills
the room, framing the huge, bulbous
figure. “Hi, honey. I'm home!”

She almost screams, but manages it
to keep control. Any second now she |
knows she’s going to feel his clammy L
hands on her, and then the elf with ’ ey
the saw will— -

But wait. What's going on? The
troll is moving into the room, his gaze sweeping around. His piggy eyes
look confused. He swings back to look at the door, his posture suggesting
that something is very wrong. “Where’d you go?” he demands. d

Then, past him, Ellie sees her. The spectral teenage girl. She’s stand—
ing behind the troll, outside the room. Her eyes are urgent. In 2
slow motlon gesture that belies that urgency, she waves both arn 1S tC




Ellie stares, but only for a second. Then she runs. She has no idea
why it seems like the troll can’t see her, but she doesn’t ask questions.
Ducking under Pitezel's mechanical arm, she scoots out through
the opening and hurries around the corner. The girl and the woman
don’t move, but they nod in satisfaction. Ellie looks right and left and
sees the young boy, this time accompanied by an older boy, at the far
end of the hall away from the double doors. Now they’re making the
beckoning gestures.

Again she doesn’t pause to question. She runs, pelting down the
stained linoleum of the hallway. She worries that the slapping sounds
her flimsy shoes are making, coupled with the freight-train huff of
her breathing, will alert the troll, but she reaches the end safely.
The young boy points and she rounds a corner just as the troll’s
voice echoes behind her: “Boss! We got a problem!”

Ellie runs. She doesn’t see much as she flings her small body
headlong down corridor after corridor, all of them dim, lined with
doors, and smelling of antiseptic and decay and stale urine, all of
them echoing with screams and yells and occasional bursts of
profanity. Sometimes there are people in one of the hall-
ways—orderlies, or shuffling patients with shifting eyes and
slack faces—but none of them seem to see her. She catches
a glimpse of something on the back of one of the orderlies’
white jackets: MERCY MENTAL HOSPITAL. She runs faster.

Then bedlam breaks loose. Almost literally, though
she doesn’t have the etymological experience to appreci-
ate the irony. She’s rounding another corner when shrill
alarms suddenly knife through the screams and yells and
footsteps. For an instant she thinks they’re for her, but
then she hears more sounds: far-off gunfire and different
sorts of yells. Yells that don’t sound incoherent, though
she can’t make out what they’re saying from this far away.

But far, far worse: along the hallway she’s running down, all
of the doors suddenly fling open with loud clangs. She can hear sim-
ilar clangs behind her, and more still ahead. For a moment nothing
happens, as if the whole place is holding its breath waiting to see
if somebody made a mistake, and then from all sides patients erupt
from their rooms and run every which way, still screaming, yelling,
and cursing at anything and nothing.

Terrified, Ellie flattens herself against the nearest wall. She’s
long since left the spectral boy and his companions behind, but as




young troll. They stand tranquilly in the middle of the hall as the, free
patients scuttle through them, but they are looking at Ellie. A raddled hag
with straw-crazy hair and wild eyes caroms into her as she huddles against
the wall, but once again doesn’t seem to notice her. Before Ellie can react
she’s gone, scampering off down the hall and swearing in what sounds like
Russian.

She looks at the ork and the troll. Their faces appear fearful and resigned,
but they manage quick, reassuring smiles. They point down the hallway
where she was heading. She follows. In the distance she can still hear the
gunfire. It’s getting closer. She wonders briefly if whoever they are, they’ll kill
the sadistic Dr. Holmes and save all those poor women from zombification.
That hopeful thought fuels her as she follows the silent figures.

She is handed off twice more before finally reaching a remote fire door
marked NOT AN EXIT - ALARM WILL SOUND, first to a willowy human
woman who looks Amerind and very sad, and once to a manic pair of elf
boys who play tag with each other down the hallway. They stop when they
reach the doors, and smile at her.

Her eyes dart between the doors and the boys. “Thank you,” she whis-
pers. “1 don’t know who you are, but—thank you.” The boys grin and fade
to nothingness. The gunfire and the screams and the alarm klaxons are still
going, but she doesn’t think they’ll notice one more note in the symphony
of chaos she’s leaving behind.

v

She runs until she can’t run anymore, putting as much distance between
her and Mercy Mental as she can before she has to slow down in exhaus-
tion. She has no idea where she is. She doesn’t have any money, but even
if she did she’'d be afraid to take a bus, so she walks. Her feet burn in their
thin shoes, and she shivers as a light rain falls. She slips into a state that’s
almost like meditation as she goes, trudging along, one sodden, muddy
foot in front of the other.

She doesn’t even have the energy to run when bright lights pierce the
darkness and a small car pulls up next to her. “Honey?” a female voice full
of concern asks. “You okay? Do you need help?”

Next thing she knows, she’s sitting folded into a booth in an all-night
diner. She has a plate of eggs and soycakes in front of her; her small trem-
bling hands are locked around a steaming mug of hot chocolate that tastes
like pure ambrosia.

Across from her is a blonde woman in a stylish red dress and j ]a
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It’s not long Before BN Spils )
finally overflowing with the tears tﬁh she cou
before. She knows it might be a mistake to trust this woman-
body—but her reserves have finally reached their limit ;ﬂ?
about her ghostly protectors. e ¥
Jessica’s been listening in shock and sympathy so far, but at th
eyes widen. “That’s amazing. Just—incredible. I've heard stori;
before. About ghosts or spirits or animals protecting people whe
in trouble.” She leans forward. “You know what this might mean, rig
Ellie shakes her head.
“It might mean you've got magical talent.” F-
Now it’s Ellie’s turn to look incredulous. “M-magic?” What is she talk
about? Magic is something people do on the trid. Something for grow
ups and spec1a1 people. Not for sklnny little street kids like her. Sh
ages a glare. “Don’t make fun of me.’ ™
Jessica smiles. “No, no, honey! I'm not making fun of you. I'm se: 3’
She sips her soykaf and leans forward. “Ellie—if you do have magic, t ha
wonderful. That means you can get trained, and learn how to talk jc '
spirits. It seems like they already want to help you—you can learn tdl g
much more! I'm almost jealous of you!”
Ellie stares. Jealous—of her? That doesn’t compute. She shak i
g 11
head. “No. It can’t be. I'm just a kid. 1 don’t have any magic.” r
“Maybe,” Jessica allows. She leans forward further. “Listen “' houeg
You might be right, but you want to know for sure, don’t you? 1 ki } ; )
place you can go. I'll take you there, if you want. You can get checke _,-"II H
and they’ll help you with other things too. Food, and clothes 'r, 184
help you find a place to live where you don’t have to beg for scraj
streets.” by
She smiles—it’s the same kind of smile Ellie rememt
she was little, before her mom was lost to the chip habi
there, Ellie. You can have a family again. People who'l 1o

care of you.” . ¥ "
W - . i

“Where?” She’s still suspicious. She thinks |
what she’s been through tonight. But sh
still allowedm. ope. It’s p
sica fo ler own.
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"hat got ‘em hunting. You could find anything from after the first Crash
' 't a problem, but looking up garbage from before the Crash is more
r-miss. Looking up stuff from the previous century is even worse, and
g up stuff from before the Internet existed? You never know how

hat’s going to go. So they all looked, and eventually they agreed that yeah,
-Q'the resemblance was there, especially when Green was smiling. The broad
“mouth and wide nose were the key attributes. Green didn’t have the gently
pointed ears of a dwarf, and he didn’t have my bald head, but otherwise the
- resemblance was there.

Now in truth, 1 would have gone with Joe E. Brown instead, because
of the mouth. I'm not a vain person. I know what I look like. I know my
mouth is freakishly large, just like Brown’s. And 1 know I'm not exactly
matinee idol material, just like him. But I'm getting away from the point.
Claymore had said he thought 1 looked like Shecky Green, so that’s what
people went with. A few nights after he made the remark, when 1 walked
into the Seamstresses Union, 1 was greeted by makeshift paper masks
that looked like Shecky Green on every single face in the place. All these
broad smiles looking back at me, vacant eyed and expecting. Then they all
laughed.

So I laughed back. Of course 1 laughed! I had to appreciate the effort,
didn’t I? And when a bunch of people go out of their way to welcome you,
what are you supposed to do, feel embarrassed? Feel bad? Of course not!
~ They were waiting for me, so 1 didn’t want to disappoint them. 1 dropped
~ on a stool near the bar and caught the drink that was already sliding to-
rd me.

‘There are reasons I'm here most nights.

~ “Whatd the cat drag in today, doc?” Zakenman asked as I settled in. His

long, thin torso hovered over the bar like a taut bow.
Iwas happy to have a good one for them. “Okay, hook your ears to this
one We had body come in at about six in the morning, an ork, looked like
sleille: ight, right? And he was in a couple of pieces, the head
So 1 started making my notes, doing the preliminary
f an hour later a second body comes in. Another
3 th, ¢ d another decapitated head. So 1 shrugged
ut there wa :, 0 make sure the people they’re
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THE DEEP END

JASON M. HARDY

killing are well and truly dead. Good on them for being thorough.

“Once the preliminary work’s done, I get to examining the wound. 1
mean, yeah, 'm pretty sure cause of death is going to be cranial separation
and all, but still, gotta check everything, make sure there wasn’t some oth-
er wound that hit before the head came off, that sort of thing. I start doing
some measurements, and it hits me pretty quick—the head of the first ork
doesn’t fit. It’s too small. The neck of the head’s a good two centimeters
narrower than the neck of the body. This head doesn’t belong to the body!

“l figure 1 need to roast Lone Star about being sloppy with their body
parts, but then a thought strikes me. I take a look at the other body. Sure
enough, the neck of the second head’s too big for the body. But if would fit
perfectly with the first body. I run a few quick tests, and I've got confirma-
tion. The second head indeed belongs to the first body.”

My drink had been ignored for too long by this point, so 1 decided to
pay it some attention. 1 heard how quiet it was when I sipped. They'd been
waiting for me to arrive so they could pull their little joke, so I'd had an
audience full of anticipation before I'd started. Zakenman had his hollow
gaze fixed on me in that disconcerting way of his, Glint was pushing her
way into a spot at the bar about three meters away from me, and Claymore
was noticeably less twitchy than usual as he focused on the story. Even
Hatchetman, off in his corner, was paying attention, even if it was only to
find something he could make fun of.

Sip swallowed, I continued the story.

“I called up the officer who brought the second one in, guy named Slake
Crabbage. I started yelling as soon as he picked up the call. ‘What the hell is
wrong with you?’ I said. ‘Don’t you idiots know how to keep evidence safe?
How the hell do you get any crimes solved if you can’t even keep the right
heads with the right bodies?

“He wasn’t happy that 1 was yelling at him, of course, and he was a lit-
tle confused too. He made me slow down and explain what I was talking
about. Once he understood, he told me he hadn’t mixed anything up. The
head he'd sent in was the one he'd found. He even sent me a picture of
where the body was found, and sure enough, there was the wrong head,
laying on a burned-out foundation next to the thinner body.

“l sent him what I'd seen. My head unit had recorded the whole thing,
of course, from the moment the body had rolled in, so he saw what I saw,
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rlght down to the measurements and the tests. And he wi s stumpe ed.
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“Listen, Dresdan, that first body wasn’t found in my beat It was a go d _‘- 1
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ten kilometers away, for shit’s sake! 1 dor’t kniov when't /i mix-up hap*f' ol !-'" » -.-‘i’ h

pened, but it wasn’t on our end. Someone switched the heads before we
found them.

“So that’s the case of the day. Two bodies, two heads, more than ten
kilometers from each other. And someone switched them.”

“Gotta be someone yanking you around,” Claymore said. His legs
swung freely, since they didn’t come anywhere close to his barstool’s foot-
rest. “Some sort of sick, awesome practical joke. Someone found the heads,
that’s what they did, then switched them on you.”

“Sure, Clay,” 1 said. “Who would find the two bodies so far from each
other? And then go to the trouble to travel back and forth? You gotta cross
at least three gang’s territories to get from me spot to the other. Who
would do that?”

“The Ancients, that’s who,” Zankenman said in that low voice of his
that likely set off all seismographs within twenty kilometers. “They would
think that sort of thing is funny. They can'’t tell one ork from another any-
way, so they would be amused to switch the heads around.”

Glint hadn’t found a seat, which was good, because if she had she prob-
ably would have jumped up from it. She’s just over a meter and a half, but
when she bounces like she does on her toes, she seems a lot taller.

“This wasn't a joke,” she said, waving her hands emphatically. “This was
a message.”

“A very confusing one,” Zankenman said.

Glint whirled on him, green eyes flashing. “Confusing to you,” she said.
“But that’s because it wasn’t meant for you.”

Hatchetman chose this time to enter the conversation. He has two
ways of speaking—one is a mocking drawl, the other is an amped-up, hy-
per shout. The first one may be annoying sometimes, but you take it, be-
cause if you hear the second one, you know that shit’s about to get real
awfully soon. “So tell us, girl. What kind of message would someone send
by switching heads around?”

“l don’t know. It’s got to be...something about interchangeability. Like
maybe one’s a new guy, fresh recruit to a gang, and the other is one of
their top hitters, and whoever got them is saying ‘hey, both of these guys
are the same to us. Your best is no better than your worst, as far as we're
concerned.”

Hatchetman cocked his head. “Actually, that’s not bad.” Catching the
bartender’s gaze, he jerked his head toward Glint. “Her next one’s on me.”
That was nice of Hatchetman and all, but as soon as he did 1t shed
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She leaned toward me, ur £
foreshortening, which dldnt hurt 'Her broad foreh
chin, and her short black hair was spiked i ways t
sleep. She was dressed in fatigues and an ar ored ve:
patched so often I wouldn’t place any faith in its bullet-stop _
“So, let’s go. Let’s find out what’s going on. We ﬁgur ut
these guys were a part of, we can figure out what the message v X
1 laughed. “You've been watching too many Inquest of Trut
oners don’t go out solving crimes. 1 don’t do investigations. 1 don't
ipate in interrogations. It’s not my thing, right? I check out the cc
look at the wounds, test the blood, and slosh through whatever’s in tl
stomach. I've got plenty to look at without dancing out into the stre
trying to find out who's in what gang and why they're killing each ot
“But you're not thinking!” she said. “You're not seeing what we coul
with the right information! Right now, you're the only person with
information. We could give the message to the gang it was meant for, or
could find other gangs and tell them what’s happening. Gangs are a,l
looking to get something over on each other—we could sell 1nfor1}h
to them.” 0
Then she came even closer, and I'll tell you that her odor wasL
much intoxicating as intoxicated, but that was okay with me.
“But let’s put all that aside for a minute and forget about how we «
make money or gain influence or a minute and think about the people th
come into your shop every day. They're loose ends, unanswered qi } i
They're stories without an ending. Don’t you want to know the endi: s ‘,"'I f
I smiled. Not my widest smile, because then 1 look like a jac ’:' i
but a half smile. Which either makes me look wise and a little Ly
had some food caught in my gums. It's tough to tell without
“You've got it wrong, my energetic friend,” I said. “T' '
ing. The ultimate ending. They’re dead. That’s not an e
to share. I get enough of i 1t in my day job, right? La t

my work home with me.” g L
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“But don’t you want to know—" v
1 cut her off with a laugh. “But 1 do kn
happen=2 The ZeLtES
my shop i 3¢ ‘“‘!
T 0 W | L




you that fewer people drown in the shallow end. And the water’s warmer
besides.”

I'm pretty sure she wasn’t convinced, but she had a drink in her hand
that Hatchetman bought her, then I bought her another one, and one after
that. I hoped that would be enough to fend off foolish notions.

v

The night went on too long, and the morning came too early. The sun was
rising somewhere not too far away, and in my white, stark room 1 thought
about it because it kept me in a better mood than I'd be in otherwise. It
was a quiet morning in Organ Grinders—no crush of bodies flowing in, no
complicated cases leftover from the previous night—which 1 know meant
only one thing. Something was coming in.

And come in it did, at 6:36. The time was recorded automatically as
soon as the tagged corpse rolled into the shop. I was pleased to see Crab-
bage walking in with the gurney. It’s not that I liked Crabbage much, but he
tends to bring me good stories. His dull grey cybereyes made his face bland
and soulless, and his cement-grinder voice didn’t change the impression.

“Dresdan,” he said. “Body for you.”

“So 1 see. What do you need from me?”

“Only the basics. Get an 1D, basic cause of death. Nothing fancy.”

I pulled back the sheet.

“Any reason to think the stab wounds aren’t it?”

“No.”

I shrugged. “All right then. As long as Lone Star’s paying, I'll look at
anything. Let’s dive in.”

I've known some cutters who are really anal about their work, very di-
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rect and organized, focused and methodical. None of "y m, to a per son,
are any fun. I've got all the computing power in the office 1 want. Once’

done, I can take the recording my headware made and edit it into some-

thing relevant and cohesive. So why make work more boring than it needs
to be? I launched in.

“Okay, let’s take a look here. Count ‘em up, we got one, two, three, four,
five, six, seven stab wounds on the abdomen. They’re pretty shallow, can’t
say any actually penetrated either the thoracic or abdominal cavities—
whoa, except for this one! Check out this baby, lower right abdomen, that
sucker goes all the way through. We'll see just what that did to her in a
minute. Her. Did I mention that part? Female human Caucasian, probably
early twenties, but some hard years in there. Don’t see any visible bruising,
which could mean she was sedated before she was stabbed, because other-
wise you tend of thrash around, right? Wounds are pretty clean. Someone
cleaned her up, not any dried blood around. Let’s check the back of the
legs—nope, clean too, even the ankles. No blood, no dirt. Let’s bring in an-
other character here, Lieutenant—it’s Lieutenant, right?—Slake Crabbage.
Lieutenant, where was the body found?”

“Alley. Redmond.”

“And what was she wearing?”

“What you see. Nothing.”

“So, naked body in an alley, stab wounds, but no blood, no dirt. You
didn’t clean her, did you, Lieutenant?”

Crabbage just snorted in a way that I'd be replaying tonight at the
Seamstresses Union.

“Okay, so either we've got a neatnik killer or a good samaritan cleaner.
If 1 was a betting man, I'd go with the former, but it’s not my concern. So,
clean wounds, but still some blood clots, because that kind of thing’s going
to happen. And it means the heart was still beating when she was stabbed,
so plus one for stab wounds being the cause of death instead of happen-
ing post mortem. Let’s take a look at the big one here. Wow. Look at that.
Crabbage, will you look at that? Are you looking?”

I looked at him so 1 could preserve his expression for posterity. He was
looking at the wound the same way youd look at a cat you'd just kicked
out of your way.

“It’s clean! You see that? You see how straight that line is, how smooth
the wound is? Someone was cutting with something sharp. I'm talking
scalpel-level precision here! Very impressive! Now, he got through the
abdominal wall and—hello! This isn’t clean all the way up. Look at this,
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Crabbage! It’s torn at the top. So how did that happen7 You want {Q guess J, The e ever
how that happened?” . i % Bl Siy

ends by the looks of it-
on!” y
Now this is where I have to be ashamed o
second 1 probably should have understood more. She
bearings quicker. But I was zipping along too fast, no €
1like my methods, I enjoy the way 1 work, but maybe this one
have slowed down. But I didn’t.
“Best thing I can think of here is to pry her open and se,g{l
geon who opened her up was looking at, see if we can get any t ace:
handiwork. So we'll get a retractor in place, shine a light in the right
take alook and ... oh.” ¥
And then came my second mistake. Don’t change. Don’t doa -j,‘ hi
out of the normal. That’s when people start to notice. L
I don’t know how long 1 was quiet before Crabbage spoke. “
“And what?” 5
1 looked up and could not remember for a second why 1 had bee
ing down. “Beg pardon?” T
“Said something, then stopped. And what?” ]
1 looked down and w1shed I wasn’t seeing what | wasn’t seeing. 1| |J
“Her kidney is gone.” Y
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When 1 went to the Seamstresses Union that night, there
greeting, since I'm sure they didn’t want me to think 1 was t
the place’s universe or anything. I came in, nodded at Clay
G, who were in earnest conversation at the bar, waved at Dai
bar, then saw Zankenman sitting in a dark table in a corn
that would be perfect. I sat next to him without a word, :
our respective drinks for a while. I have to admit it w.
there and not talking, but that’s what I felt like doing

1 saw Glint when she walked in, and sh,
my way, got within a few meter then sav
guess she decided she didn’t need to be n
was ﬁnew—o e obstac] 1!
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epic, and knowing those two, it had a chance to go late into the night. A
good distraction for everyone, and it livened the place up. All was well.

Then Marrow entered. Now, the Union is Madame Sinful’s place, so she
gets to set the rules, but if it was up to me, one of the first rules I'd institute
would be no press. Who needs them? Yeah, I understand they need to un-
wind too, but they got bars where they can hang out with their journo bud-
dies and not bug the rest of us. It’s especially bad with people like Marrow,
who don’t have any downtime. He could be totally in his cups, passed out
on the floor, and if a hint of a juicy story drifted into his ears, they'd twitch
and he’d be on his feet, already composing a lead paragraph in his head.

He moved like a trideo that was missing a few frames here and there,
full of odd, jerky fits and starts. He had a datajack on his head that had
looked red and inflamed, and he was always scratching it. His angular, bat-
like face twitched, like he was always hearing hints of stories in the air. Or
like he was being lightly slapped by invisible hands.

I hadn’t been happy to see him enter the bar, and 1 became less happy
when he made a beeline for me. I was about to say something to Zanken-
man, when [ realized he had slipped off sometime in the past few seconds.

“Hey hey hey, it’s the good Doctor Dresdan!” Marrow said with a smile
that struggled to not look pained.

I smiled and leaned back. I know the drill—nothing sets people’s alarms
off faster than if you act too different than you normally do.

“Marrow! How goes the pursuit of truth, the crusade to let people know
what’s really going on in this filthy world of ours?”

“Great, great, really good. Because there’s so many stories to tell, right?
So many good ones out there. Like, you know, serial killers.”

I twisted my mouth. “Serial killers? People like that sort of thing?”

“Like it? They love it, can’t get enough of it. Especially when there’s one
on the loose, right? A new one? They get both thrilled and scared. Great for
ratings. Especially if, you know, you get on the ground floor.”

“l suppose.”

Marrow still hadn’t sat down, just slowly kept circling the table. 1 didn’t
bother keeping up with him—he usually didn’t meet my eyes when I talked
to him anyway.

“Doc...Doc, come on, don’t hold out on me. If you had a story, if you
had something 1 could use, you'd work with me, right? I mean, it would be
good for me, and good for you.”

“Good for me how?”

“Getting the word out! Keeping people informed, on their toes, on the look-
out. You could stop someone from dying, or maybe the information you release
could even help get the guy caught! Saving lives, what’s better than that?”
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“Well, Marrow, maybe someday we could talk about ether there
ever been a serial killer captured through crowd sourcing
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could follow it up with a conversation about how much Lone Star hates it

when I release information they’re trying to keep confidential, but none of
that matters because I don’t have a serial killer to tell you about.”

“Oh come on, Doc, 1 heard rumors. I'm not bad at what 1 do—I know
what you think of me, but 1 do know how to get information—and 1 heard
about a body. A body with, like, surgical stab wounds. Don’t play dumb.
You know what I'm talking about.”

“I may have examined a body with stab wounds and concluded that be-
ing pierced repeatedly with a knife was in fact very bad for the individual’s
health, but one stabbed individual does not a serial killer make. If it did,
we'd have one hundred serial killers wandering the Barrens at this very
moment.”

“Yeah, you're joking, Doc, but that number actually sounds low to me.
Look, you know what I'm talking about, but 1 can see you're not in a mood
to share right now, and that’s fine. I just want you to think, as things move
forward, about your pal Marrow, and how 1 can help you and you can help
me. You know how to get a hold of me, so feel free to, you know?”

I nodded my head, even though 1 had never once called Marrow and did
not intend to do so ever. He smiled at me and skittered away.

And there, behind him, was Glint.

I cursed silently. But effusively and eloquently. How had she gotten
there without me noticing? It wasn’t as if my conversation with Marrow
was so absorbing that I'd been ignoring the rest of the world. But I slipped
up and was about to pay.

Glint watched Marrow go and slid up to my table with what seemed like
a single long, gliding step.

“So, serial killer, eh?”

“No, Marrow had it wrong.”

“Come on, Dresdan, you and I both know Marrow usually gets it right.
If he came to you, it’s because he thinks he has something legit. What was
going on at Organ Grinders this morning?”

“Same as usual, sweetie. Dead bodies and formaldehyde.”

“l understand you don’t want to say anything to Marrow, because tell-
ing it to him is telling the world. But it’s me. Come on, it’s late, we’re in the
Union. Tell me a story.”

Now, I've looked back a number of times, and tried to explain to myself
why I told her. Was 1 trying to impress her? Was I just trying to kill time? Or
was it just because telling stories in the Union was what 1 did, an.d, - was
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“The up ho _,__ i Glint
kidney, the odd ¢ eanliness a bo [
or the subject matter enthrall éd' her or bof h
started analyzing as soon as 1 was done. v
“The dismemberment, that’s classic Jack th
the cleanliness is weird. The Black Dahlia’s body wa n
would sometimes go back and prettify his corpses, but the I
his reasons for doing that, the better. A lot of times, killers
away from the corpse and leave it in ruins, or they keep it for th
for their own purposes. Cleaning it and leaving it—that’s weird.”
“You seem to have unexpected expertise in this area.” ' :'
“If you were a young lady walking the streets by yourself you m
want to know how some of these sickos work. Forewarned is forearn
But the thing is, Marrow was right. This i . serial killer. Maybe this
first one, maybe not, but that’s what it is.” 5
I smiled and picked up my glass. “Well, here’s to more busmesS'c
my way!” 5
She didn’t show a hint of a smile. “More people are going to dle“} hi
“Yep. That’s the way it tends to be.” '
“I know how this goes. The people targeted, they’ll be the outcast sts
SINless, the people easily to forget. People I know. People like me.
don’t stop this, a friend of mine could be next. We can stop that.”
I don’t have an excess of gifts in this life, but one I do have is an ab
to never look like I'm angry. [ can play the storytelling clown fo r as lo ng
it takes. L 1)
“It would be a great trid series, wouldn’t it? Coroner and stre J_f f
team up to solve crimes and save lives! I'd watch it. We car 4
al killer every week, then we can uncover corruption in o
something!”
“This is serious, John.”
“It doesn’t have to be.”
“We could save someone’s life!”
“My dear, there are turtles with a lifespan tha
years. They only shorten it when t j
necks out of their shells gt O |
Ghnt stood »{ 4
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iy lowa dnftmg downhlll It was like his face was slowly being carved open
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‘come w1th me.”
.

‘make e
L q' —i- s
; J. 1, then turned to leave.

en know where to start,” 1 said.
he s topp sed but did not turn around. “Lone Star went into Redmond to
ove r-a ‘mutilated corpse. Someone noticed. That'll be enough.”
Then she left. I sat at my table for the rest of the night and didn’t tell
more stories.

v

Life went on as normal for a few days. Bodies came in, my verdicts went out,
and 1 spent some of my downtime at the Union, some of it other places. 1
didn’t see Glint, but that was normal. People would be gone from the Union
for days or weeks as they took on jobs that kept them busy or when they decid-
ed to keep a low profile for a time. So I had no reason to worry, and no reason
to do anything than what normally I did.

Then one cool grey morning 1 walked into Organ Grinders and turned
on the lights and nearly jumped out of my skin. Standing under one of the
lights was a tall elf, gaunt and pale enough to look like one of my corpses
come to life.

“Holy hell on a buttered skillet!” 1 said. “What are you doing here?”

The elf had an alien stillness to him, along with a weird sort of anti-charis-
ma. He was so homely that I couldn’t stop looking at his face.

“Mr. Dresden.” He very deliberately didn’t call me Doctor or any such
thing. “Didn’t much want to see you again.”

“The feeling’s very mutual!” I said that with perfect honesty and sincerity.
“1 would not be here if everything was going well.”
“lt isn't?” 1 said in a perfectly pleasant tone.
* “Someone’s been talking too much.”
1 felt like someone had just poured a glass of ice water down my spine.
irl tl ere is asking questions. Looking into things she shouldn’t.”
o -

are of, soon,” the elf interrupted. “This time, you are
il T

- was smile, but I couldn’t be sure. His mouth
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s cheeks like slow, dark drops of

“It is a fortunate coincidence.” He pulled out a piece of paper—the list 1
had given him. The list that had taken months of painstaking research, and
was currently paying for my nightlife. And would continue to do so for many
months. The first name on the list was crossed off.

“You call her Glint.” He pointed to the second name. “Her real name is here.”

“You're not serious,” I said.

“The problem will take care of itself,” he said. “You don’t need to pay the
full price this time. Next time, though, it'll be different.”

I left immediately. Yeah, the elf could have done anything in the morgue,
messed up any corpses or ongoing investigations, but he'd already broken in
before 1 got there. If there was anything he'd wanted to do, he'd already done
it. So 1 didn’t need to worry about him.

Especially since 1 know had business elsewhere. 1 hadn't known. How
could I know there would be someone I knew on the list? What were the odds?

Of course, the odds didn’t matter. The thing had happened, and 1 had to
do something about it.

v

The sun was coming up. 1 first thought, great, 1 had the whole day to find her
before anything bad happened, but then 1 remembered that there really wasn’t
anything to keep anyone from killing someone in the daytime.

The Seamstresses Union would be pretty much dead at this point, but 1
dropped a quick call to see if Glint was there. Madame Sinful didn’t answer,
and whoever did said there wasn’t anyone in the bar. 1 asked her when she had
last seen Glint, and she said she hadn’t been around. So that was one stop 1
didn’t need to make.

[ jumped in my Americar headed for the Barrens while calling Crabbage.

“1 got nothing pending with you,” he said instead of “hello.”

“Yeah, 1 know. But remember the body you brought in a few days ago? The
cut-up one? Any more like that coming in?”

“What are you, making a collection?”

“No, it’s just...I'm, uh—I'm worried the killer is going to strike again.”

“You're what?”

“Worried the killer will strike again.”

“Uh-huh. Okay. Well, what do you want me to do about it?”

“Well, find him. Stop him.”

“Great idea, Dresdan. Brilliant. Never would have thought of it myself.”
Then he hung up.

The rest of my drive was quiet.
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By 9:45 a.m., | found someone who knew Glint. I'd like to take credit for bril-
liant detective work, but 'm not a detective, I'm a doctor, so it’s not my thing.
All 1 did was remember that Glint had said that on nights when the Seam-
stresses Union was slow, she went to Banshee. So that’s where 1 went.

It was closed, of course, as any self-respecting nightclub should be at this
time in the morning. But luck was with me—a tired-looking guy in a wrinkled
suit and loosened tie was locking the nondescript grey door in a nondescript
grey building. I guess Banshee was the kind of place that kept all its energy and
decor on the inside.

“Hey!” I said while quickly approaching the guy. “You work here?”

He looked me up and down, the way anyone in Redmond would look at
anyone who was a stranger and asking about their business.

“We're closed,” he said, clearly hoping that would eliminate the need for
any other conversation.

“I see that,” I said. “But I'm going to give you one hundred nuyen for an-
swering a simple question. You can do that, can’t you?”

He set his jaw. It was already pretty square to begin with, now it made his
face look like a perfect cube. “Depends on the question.”

“You have a pocket secretary?” He nodded. “Give it to me.”

He looked at me warily, but reached into his pocket and handed his device
over to me. 1 pulled a cable out of my pocket, plugged one end into his pocket
secretary, and jammed the other end into my left eye. Then 1 downloaded a
picture of Glint and pulled it up on the screen.

“Know her?”

“Yeah. One hundred nuyen.”

I threw a credstick his way instead of arguing. “Want more? Where can 1
find her?”

“Don’t know. Probably wouldn't tell you if 1 did.”

“It’s a matter of life and death.”

“Yeah, that’s what they all say.”

I smiled. “All right, you're cautious. Can’t blame you for that. And 1 hope
you can’t blame me for trying.”

“Can't see that I care.”

“Fair enough,” 1 said, then sauntered off to my car.

I turned and looked at the guy as I slid behind the wheel. He watched me
climb in then pulled out his pocket secretary and dialed a number. Thanks to
my headware, 1 was able to make out the number.

I've done plenty of favors for various Lone Star officers over the years. 1
called in one of them to find out who the nightclub guy had called.

v

By 11:30 a.m., I'd found one of Glint’s friends, thanks to the phone number e
Her name was Artemis, and she lived not far from Glow City. | hated being 1h
the area, because 1 always imagined I could feel the radiation hitting my tissu
and mutating various cells. The people slinking around the battered street ts
didn’t encourage any optimism. A
1t was all right. I didn’t want to be there long anyway, so further encot
agement to take care of business quickly was fine. Fortunately,'
stances worked in my favor. It seems that not long after she spok Wi
guy at the nightclub, Artemis took something calming—z zen, by
She was not a great conversationalist in this state, but she w te
gestable. It didn’t take long before I had an add ess and
-¥
from Glow City.
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S Dtoud of her-she managed to
1stead o squatting in a dumpster or some-
d ir 'l b A bmldmg with narrow, dark hallways.
s I; i rity in the front door, but it was broken. Luckily, so
ock. 1 opene the door and slipped in. According to Artemis, Glint’s
tmen i’v  on the fourth floor. The elevator was broken and had a putrid
mell emanating from it, so 1 took the stairs. They did not smell much better,
~ but1got where 1 was going.

The door to Glint's apartment was locked and she didn’t answer to any
krlocks, but 1 have nimble fingers. And a set of lockpicks. So 1 was inside in
short order.

The place was, at most, six square meters. The only way it would fit a bed
along with other furniture was if the bed was mounted on the wall above ev-
erything else. Which it was.

There wasn't much space to store things, so there wasn’t much there. No
Glint. No bloodstains. Nothing worth more than twenty nuyen, and I'd be hard
pressed to get even that much for the few belongings 1 saw. There was no note
saying, If anyone’s looking for me, I'll be at X. That would have been convenient.

The search of the entire place took me ten minutes. I admit 1 may have
missed some hidden panel or cubbyhole somewhere, but 1 don'’t think so. 1
found something, though. A plastic wristband from a DocWagon clinic. It
wasn't anything more than a bar code, but I had a scanner programmed with
DocWagon codes. That told me where she had been and where. There would
be doctor-patient confidentiality rules to get around, but I was a doctor, too. 1
knew how to get other docs to tell me what I needed to know.

.
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By 4:00 p.m., | was talking to one of Glint’s team members. The medical
info led me to a doc, and the doc knew who she worked with. This particu-
lar guy’s name was Charnelhouse, and he smoked and steamed everywhere.
He had a huge cigar that looked small in his hands, its smoke drifting past
3 Ihi.s head and out his nose and mouth. His leather jacket was wet—he'd just
- come in from the rain—and the steam rising from it wafted past his deeply
srooved horns. He was a mass of black leather and glowering eyes, and he
didn 1 m to like me at all. I sat at his table in some dank bar and felt like a

wnstone in the s adow of the Wuxing SkyTower
ouw T 1‘ p her, you'd be watching her back.”
! to do,” I said
; /3 , you should be there. You should be with her
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~ I'd been calm with the ugly elf. Congenial with the guy in the nightclub.
Patient with Artemis. 1 had been wandering around for hours and hadn’t
eaten much. The rarely evoked unpleasant side of my personality emerged.

“Someone you worked with, one of your teammates is out there, in
trouble, maybe in danger of being killed, and you want to talk about tim-
ing. About timing? Are you fucking kidding me? This isn’t the time for you
to do some sort of bullshit loyalty test, to see if I'm worthy enough to help
Glint. This is the time to get any resources you have together, and see if
we can find her and keep her safe.” l kind of surprised myself with all that.

“How do you even know you're right? That she’s in danger?”

I stood up. It would have been nice to be looking down at the troll at
this second, but it wasn’t to be. I craned my neck upward.

“Why would 1 be talking to you if 1 weren’t certain? Why would 1 be
here? Why would 1 look as shitty as 1 do?”

Charnelhouse didn’t hesitate, didn’t blink. “Because you're a bounty
hunter who hasn’t brought anyone in for a while. Because you're an old
boyfriend who hasn’t slept since she dumped you. Because you're strung
out and always look wasted. Be nice if there was only one possible explana-
tion for how you look, but there ain’t. So take your sad, soggy desperation
somewhere else. I'm not selling out anyone.”

“Then don’t tell me anything. Show me. Help me find her. And if 1 do
anything wrong when 1 find her, put one of those anvil-sized fists through
my head.”

Charnelhouse stared down at me. “It’s raining. And 1 don’t go nowhere
for free.”

I flipped a credstick on the table. “I hope you have a car. Mine won't fit
you.”

v

By 10:30 p.m., I thought there was a good chance that I had narrowed
down the area where Glint to ten square kilometers. Most of it was open
space, with traces of building foundations buried under weeds, trees, and
plants that may have been orange or puce in the daylight, but now were a
uniform black. There were no streetlights, or any other lights in most of
this area, except for the occasional flash of a pocket secretary screen or
some unidentifiable object. 1 chased after most of these urban will o’ the
wisps, but none led me to anything worthwhile.

Charnelhouse was with me the whole time, though it took two more
credsticks from my pocket to keep him there. He gave a little advice and
helped introduce me to a few people who had seen Glint in the last few
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days, but for the most part he kept silent. We ran into
one point, and 1 jumped back. He didn’t flinch, just stepped on a Toﬁp

Vi .

with his huge boots and watched the others flee. Then he looked at me an&f“

shook his head.

We drove and walked and covered as much ground as we could, but
didn’t see Glint once. We saw a corpse that had been dead for, by my esti-
mate, two weeks, and an old woman leaning on a burning trash can who
would probably be dead by morning, either from exposure or burns. We
saw gang members carrying knives, lead pipes, and Molotov cocktails
walking with a clear sense of purpose, but we didn’t see where they were
going. A few hours later, we passed near the spot where we had seen them
and saw the smoldering remains of some kind of shed. I didn’t see anything
that looked like human remains.

We saw cold, tired, hungry, angry, aggressive, tired, lonely, unpleasant,
uncomfortable people. But we didn’t see Glint.

v

By 4:30 a.m., | was back at Organ Grinders. 1 hadn't slept in more than
twenty-four hours. 1 didn’t have any energy or adrenaline left. All 1 had was
an absolute certainty as to how the rest of the morning would go.

And it did. It went exactly as | expected. 1 could barely lift my feet to
sleepwalk through my part, and 1 kept waiting to either wake up from this
dream or fall asleep into another one. But reality stubbornly persisted in
staying right in my face.

A Lone Star car and a DocWagon ambulance pulled up just as I arrived.
As if they had been timed, or waiting for me. 1 plodded toward the employ-
ee entrance while the medics backed the ambulance into the receiving bay.
Crabbage—who else?—got out of the police vehicle and walked toward me.

“Morning, Dresdan,” he said. “Got another one for you.”

“Yeah,” 1 said, then walked inside.

“A lot like the last one I brought you,” he said. “Chop job. Plenty of
wounds. But not much blood. Which is okay. Blood makes a mess.”

“Yeah.”

The medics were wheeling the body into the morgue. 1 was washing up,
organizing my instruments, going through all the normal procedures without
thinking about any of them. Dreading what was about to happen while also
supremely anxious to get it over with so I wouldn’t have to dread it anymore.

The instruments were ready. My hands were ready. The gurney was in

sheet.

place and the wheels were locked. 1 took a breath, then 1 pulled l?ack the - J' 5\ :

I‘. 1 1.‘. '.liv'
‘There are so me
thing about a still k
sions, the animation thelr per§on J‘ﬁ giv
Those people tend not to look hke the
Glint didn’t look like herself any more. She didn’t loc
didn’t look hurt (well, except for the slices in her torso),
angry, she didn’t look sad. She looked dead. There were eve
and one big, long one. I knew there would be an organ mis: ng 1
big one. I guessed it was the uterus. L
I went to work. 1 didn’t tell her 1 was sorry. 1 had warned er.
not a world where you should go chasing after what you don’t kno
a world where you should stick your neck out. Do your thing. Stay
That’s what 1 told her. And she hadn’t listened. f j‘ 4
Of course, she was on the list. So they would have found her, eventu
ly, no matter what. So again, not my fault. If they wanted her, they wi
have found her. Someone was going to make money on the deai t
happened to be me. Gotta make a living. 4
I conducted the rest of the autopsy without looking at her face 1‘(

v /| d'rr
1 went to the Union that night with the intention of getting well a -_'w'u!
drunk. I still hadn’t slept, but 1 didn’t want to close my eyes.
The Union was crowded and lively. Madam Sinful waved at me, D:
sychain and Zankenman and others greeted me warmly, and Hat } i
motioned to a chair at his table. I sat at it without thinking. f
“So Doc, what news today from the world of the gruesomely L
I stared blankly for what I hope was not an awkward amoun
Then 1 smiled.
“Slow day today,” I said. “Heart attacks and cancer. Not
The room sighed in disappointment, then turned th
other things. il
I'd be back tomorrow, and I'd be myself g
out there, and someone would keep ."IL ng
ha

ok

11 G >
."1,1\ h

pretend I didn't know it existed. I'd
But I would 't t telt 1‘ i 1
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n k t;\satt'}'l on the alley while Silk worked the lock. It was taking
er for the passkey to nail down the right code to get them inside, and
] : 'nding outside felt like being in front of a locked and loaded firing
- squad. They were too exposed for the mage’s taste. Daikoku looked as calm
. er, cybereyes slowly scanning back and forth across the alley like the
~ cameras they were, taking in everything while patiently waiting for Silk to
g ~ be finish with the door.

- Afaintgreen light from the lock tricker broke the tension, and Silk grinned

up at the rest of the team, his smile surprisingly white in the dimness.

“Nothing to it,” he whispered. With one gloved hand he removed the
passkey and stashed it in the kit bag over his shoulder while silently push-
ing the door open with the other.

Daikoku covered high with a two-handed pistol grip while Silk looked
low. The room was clear as they expected, just a back delivery and storage
area. They gave Silk a few extra seconds to double check for any alarms
before entering.

“Remind me again why we’re doing this,” Talon muttered, watching
their back as Silk taped the latch and verified that they didn’t need the
passcode to open it from the inside, so their escape route wouldn’t be
blocked if anything went wrong. Only when he gave the thumbs-up did
Talon close the door behind them.

“Cuz we need the nuyen, omae, and the pay’s good,” Silk replied. “Been
a lot of new biz going 'round the Union lately, and 1 for one intend to get

~ stinkin’ rich off of it.” He flashed another grin at his mage compatriot and
S “headed towards the door out of the room.
1 T ~ “Enough chatter, let’s just do the deed and clear out,” Daikoku said.
~ Classic, Talon thought, all business. Get the run. Do the run, and get out
~ to claim the nuyen, all nice and simple and neat. Too bad it didn’t usually
- work out that way.
~ Silk waved the other two over after he’d made sure the door—and the
b-$a wa Illicé—it were clear. The omnipresent logo overlooking the
: ¥ om e very wall and flat surface made Talon feel like he was being
de : no g the empty alle_y. The mage kne‘mf it was just his
i i s something different about this job.
1d of miss the old days of quiet little datasteals,
d as they 1 E, e their way to the f}rst site:
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Daikoku just snorted and muttered “biz is biz,” but Talon was starting to
miss that sort of run. There was something weird about this one—he was
getting a bad feeling about it, which was the sort of thing people who worked
with magic in the Sixth World learned to pay attention to. It had saved his
tail more than once before. Still, they’d taken the job, and the street samurai
was right about one thing: business was business, and they had work to do.

Silk and Daikoku started setting the charges. Whoever they were work-
ing for, Talon mused, they sure wanted a thorough job done. They had
enough shaped charges to make sure this whole building was reduced to
rubble. If placed right, the charges wouldn’t do much more than rattle the
windows of the nearby buildings—very neat and tidy, as explosions went.

Silk was finished with more than half of the setup when Talon heard
the noise in the corridor. He motioned to the others, signaling for silence.
Silk stayed where he was crouched, reaching for his slim Viper pistol on the
floor, while Daikoku readied his snub-nosed HK. The mage took a breath
and whispered a phrase in a quiet rush of air. His vision winged away from
his physical sight, allowing him to scan the rest of the building’s interior.
The runners waited in tense silence as Talon scanned quickly.

The mage lowered his hand and turned to his teammates, his face grim.

“Lone Star,” he whispered. “Two of ‘em, standard setup, two more
checking outside. No magical support that 1 could see.”

Daikoku just nodded, while Talon could see Silk trying to figure out
what had gone wrong. That didn’t really matter now. Their chances of suc-
cessfully completing this run had plummeted, and now they had to consid-
er trying to get out while they still had a chance rather than getting caught
by Lone Star Security. Or they could try and deal with the Stars and finish
the job. Talon knew which option he preferred.

Daikoku tapped his gun against his open palm, indicating his choice.
Silk looked at the other two runners and nodded, then went back to com-
pleting the setup as quickly as possible.

Meanwhile, the mage and the samurai crept to the door, Talon wait-
ing while Daikoku checked outside with his enhanced hearing. He nod-
ded, and they swept into the next room, covering both sides. They started
making their way across when Daikoku chopped his hand downward, then
ducked behind one of the office desks so quickly he appeared to vanish into
thin air.




Talon did his best to imitate the street samu-
rai as the two Lone Star cops entered the room
from the far side, but one of them spotted the
mage as he dodged behind cover. A gunshot
shredded synthwood along one corner of the
desk, sending splinters flying.

One of the Stars spoke into his throat mike,
calling for backup, no doubt. Dammit, Talon
thought, now we're fragged. He readied a spell
and glanced at where Daikoku was concealed.
This would take some timing, but he trusted the
samurai to know the right moment to act.

Daikoku fished something out of his belt
pack as the guards approached cautiously. One
of them called out, “All right, come out from...”
just as a small silvery shape arced over the desk
and landed neatly between them. One of the
‘Stars started to yell “Grena—”" when the sphere
went off with a loud bang and a flash that mo-
mentarily lit up the room brighter than daytime.

In the split-second after the flash-bang went
off, Talon popped up and threw his spell. A faint
shimmer rippled the air between him and the cops, exploding into a wave
in the air around them, like a stone striking a pond. A ripple that spread
out then rebounded back to its center. Both men stumbled back and col-
lapsed to the floor like they had been struck over the head.

Just then, the mage heard Daikoku call out a warning. He turned in
time for the bullet meant to go through his back to catch him in the shoul-
der. The impact continued his spin and slammed him into the desk. Talon
was dimly aware of the pain spreading out from his shoulder. His armored
jacket had kept the bullet from penetrating, but it still felt like getting
punched by a troll. He knew it was really going to hurt in a moment, but
for now he rode the shock, allowing it to cushion him from the pain. The
other two Lone Stars had circled around the room and come in through
the same back way the runners had.

Even as Talon processed that, Daikoku was already moving, almost a
blur. He brought up his HK and put a burst into each of the security goons
with smartgun accuracy. The first Star crumpled under the shot, falling
back with what must have been a couple of broken ribs through his armor.
The other one, an Ork, was a little tougher and faster. He took a couple
of shots against his armor and rolled with it, bringing his gun in line to
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In the split-second after the flash-bang went
off, Talon popped up and threw his spell. A faint
shimmer rippled the air between him and the

cops, exploding into a wave in the air around
them, like a stone striking a pond. A cipple that
spread out then rebounded back to its center.
Both men stumbled back and collapsed to the
floor like they had been struck over the head.

take a shot at the samurai. The weapon’s laser
sight cut a faint red beam through the dimness .
of the room, but Daikoku sidestepped in another
blur of motion, and the shot blew a hole in the
wall instead. The samurai hit the floor in a roll
and came up behind one of the desks. The HK
coughed again, and this time the Ork went down
with a heavy thud.

Silk emerged from around the doorjamb, slim -
pistol in hand. Ignoring the carnage, he nodded |
to his compatriots.

“Charges are set, let’s jet.” Talon nodded when a small form suddenly
materialized next to his head, looking like little cartoon dragon.

“Boss, look out!” the little creature said, just as a faint shimmer, like
heat rising from a summer road, seemed to pass through the wall into the
room. .

Lone Star’s backup had arrived.

“Elemental!” Talon called out. “Go!” Daikoku and Silk headed for the
door just as a glowing point in the air ignited into flames. The fire co- = =
alesced into the form of a red-scaled reptile more than two meters from tip N '
to tail, surrounded by an aura of flames. The creature flicked out a black
tongue and floated towards the mage, eyes like burning coals. o

Talon glanced at the tiny figure floating nearby. “Slc em, L1ttle D"’

backup, there had to be...
hovering nearby as he contro e d



With a fierce grimace, the street mage gath-
ered astral force to his will and hurled it at the
mage. The blast of mana surged out like water
from a fire hose, slamming into his target. The
mage attempted to resist it, but Talon put the
full force of his will behind the spell, and saw the
Star mage’s spirit form collapse under the strain
and vanish. He'd wake up with one fraggin’ nasty
headache. More importantly, without the mage’s
control, the fire elemental found itself free of its
binding and did what came naturally.

Talon ran from the room as the walls and desk-
tops blackened and peeled from the elemental’s
searing heat. He hit the alley and waved to Dai-
koku and Silk to haul hoop for their transporta-
tion. With a fire elemental loose in the building...

Sure enough, the runners got no more than
ten meters away when a dull roar sent flames
shooting from one of the windows. Fragments
of glass composite rained down into the street,
followed by several more muffled explosions as
the charges cooked off and the small building
came crashing down. Talon didn’t know if the
explosions would hurt the elemental, but figured
it would probably be unharmed, and quite hap-
py with all of the flames and things to burn. He
hoped Franklin Fire Services had a water wizard
on duty tonight, or that Lone Star’s contingency
plans included banishment backup.

The runners hoofed it to where they’d stashed
their bikes, glancing back at the flickering flames
as sirens sounded in the distance and car alarms
set off by the blast wailed and chirped. As they
fired up the bikes to clear out before more Lone
Stars showed up, Silk chuckled softly.

“All in a night’s work, chummers,” he said as
the runners roared off into the night.

A NIGHT'S WORK
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*! ¢ {}!elit.e'rative nature of game design, things are constantly chang-
and sd if you found a small (or large) continuity error in a short story in
il irison to the game’s story, it is likely my fault for something that we
! u ked in the game after the stories were finished.
A project like this has many parents, or in this case many contributors,
that have helped shape the story of the game and these short stories that
veave in around the game. 1 would like to thank Sean Stewart and Dave
MicCoy for helping me focus the initial story and refine the characters be-
fore development. When a battle plan encounters the enemy it changes,
~ and when the story encountered the realities of development and budget
it needed to change as well. The heroes that met the challenge of con-
stantly revising and improving the story within the realities we faced were
Mitch Gitelman, Mike McCain, and Trevor King-Yost. This trio honed the
story and its game play as well as helping find the right voices for the char-
acters. In a game the story is told through the ‘level’ designs and those
where brought to live in the Shadowrun Returns editor by; Kevin Malo-
ney, Mike Mulvihill, Brian Poel, Alex Schmidt, and Trevor King-Yost.
I wanted Shadowrun Returns to be based upon a megacorp dynas-
o tic family who had something warped about them, and found everything
I was looking for in the Telestrian family and their megacorp Telestrian
Industries. The first thing that attracted me to the Telestrian family was
that James Telestrian 111, born in 1999, is the oldest ‘spike baby’ mentioned
" in Shadowrun canon. That means that this poor Elven boy was born thir-
&n years before anyone else like him, and would have been considered a
. complete freak, I mean he was the “Bat Boy” right off the front page of the
;); ocery tabloids come to life. | imagined his mother totally losing it upon
.“ 1is birth, and his rich father having to hide both his freak child and crazy
W fEa,_ could easily imagine that James 11 would not often want to go home
) am nsion that was a private prison for his wife and child. Instead, he
e and comfort in others, most importantly with Melinda
d a second ‘normal’ family.
Tair gire has always contained the mystery
military / reso 1,38 ces came from for the fledg-
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ling country to so effectively secede from the Salish-Shidhe Council. It
struck me that with James 111 born in Seattle and being the oldest Elf on
the planet (or so he thought), he was a natural to be a prime mover in the
creation of the Tir. At the time, Telestrian Industrials was primarily an
agro corp running giant corporate farms across North America—more and
more of which were being ‘repatriated’ by the Native Americans. James 111
realized that he could protect his company interests and the young crop
of Elves by carving out a ‘homeland’ for them and Telestrian Industries.
He found a young charismatic Elf to be the frontman, made a deal with a
dragon and the rest is history.

The Telestrians featured prominently in Nigel Findley’s novel
Lone Wolf. Nigel, who passed away in 1995, was a dear friend, and one of
early Shadowrun’s best writers. The plot of Lone Wolf was motivated by the
Machiavellian maneuverings of James Telestrian 1II's son Timothy, who
was moving against his father by proceeding with a dangerous, magical-
ly-fired bio-weapon that went tragically wrong. Telestrian Industries is
highly diversified, but doesn’t have a weapons division, so the bio-weapon
must have been based upon the insecticides that the agro-megacorp pro-
duced. In the book, the protagonist is eventually hired by Lynne Teles-
trian to destroy the plant producing the bio-weapon that was located in
the Columbia River Valley. Just to be clear, Lynne hired shadowrunners to
destroy a plant of her own company on the orders of the company’s CEO,
James Telestrian 111.

While this is classic Shadowrun warped megacorp logic, I thought there
was an opportunity to change the context of this entire episode by con-
necting it to what happened the following year in Chicago. In 2055, the
bugs from Chicago’s Universal Brotherhood hive swarmed into the city.
When conventional weapons didn’t work, the UCAS military tried tactical
nukes—which didn’t work either. Then someone showed up with a special-
ly formulated insecticide that wiped out the bugs. The Shadowrun canon
never explained where the special insecticide came from, and so I connect-
ed it to the Telestrian project in the previous year. Since no one in 2054
knew that the Universal Brotherhood cult was a cover for the insect totems,




the only ones that
would be farsighted
enough to prepare for
the bugs’ return would
be the Great Dragons. This
then could be the original mo-
tivation for Lofwyr to work with James 111,
because he believed that Telestrian Industries
had the best shot of developing a magically en-
hanced insecticide, or more specifically, a fluo-
rescing astral bacteria.

In that context, maybe Lynne wasn'’t acting
on behalf of James 111 in destroying the bio-weapon,
maybe she was acting against him and on behalf of
the Universal Brotherhood, who had learned of the
threat. With this interesting connection between
Telestrian and the Universal Brotherhood, 1 went back
to the Telestrian family drama to look for an interest-
ing way to bring them even closer together. When James
111 had Lowfyr kill his estranged father to assume control
of Telestrian Industries, he also killed the loving father of
twins Sam and Jessica Watts, even though he didn’t know they
existed at the time. While James 111 is capable of ‘removing’ people

rbro ser ha

her according to her 1 3 :" \ s d
vout Catholic faith, but instead had :
own life by using her liver to replacz-us own
and worse had funded the transplant o:ptrati
by selling the rest of his mother’s organs. Dé‘ter— I
mined to make her brother Sam pay for his crimes
against their mother, and to honor her mother’s wish
for burial, she uses a go between to hire the perverted
Dr. Holmes to reclaim the organs, including the one
in her brother, and reassemble her mother for buri-
al. What Jessica didn’t count on was that Sam had es-
tablished a Dead Man’s Switch to hire the player to inves-
tigate what he correctly assumed would be his untimely
demise. g
The player becomes a threat to Jessica, but she learns from
Lynne Telestrian of what she views as a much larger threat to her
new “family” in the form of the Telestrian Industries’ Project Ae-
gis, which she and Lynne move to neutralize. Of course in the end,

when needed, he doesn’t do so more than necessary, so when he learned the player is indeed the larger threat to her and the Universal Brotherhood.
of the Watts twins, he made a generous deal with Melinda Watts to have As we have discussed from the very beginning, the stories that we telI
the children’s birth certificate attributed to someone else and never told are only the beginnings of the stories for Shadowrun Returns,

of their true lineage. The story of Sam and Jessica Watts is not THE story of Shadowrun Re- ."."

Though times grew hard, Melinda honored her deal with James Il in fear ~ turns; it is merely A story of Shadowrun Returns as the true value of Shad ow-
for her life and the lives of her children. Sam’s substance abuse problems  run Returns is the tools with which all of you can start creating Shadowr:
made him a constant drain on his mother’s financial and emotional resourc-  adventures, stories, and campaigns. While we are proud of this first st i
es which in turn alienated his sister Jessica to the extent that she left the = we have also learned a lot in making it which we will apply in the cre
family and the city at the age of 17. Traveling to San Francisco Jessica found  of the Berlin story and hopefully many more in the upcoming ye
the ‘family’ and the empowerment she was looking for in the burgeoning  importantly we can’t wait to start playing the stories that n‘l' \@
Universal Brotherhood chapter there. Years pass as Jessica becomes a power- In closing, 1 would like to again thank our ex e
ful insect shaman and rises through the ranks of the Universal Brotherhood.  for its support, and thank our immediate familie
The game’s plot is initially put into motion by her new family sending her ~ of the nights and weekends that it has tak n t {_ -
back to Seattle to take control of their underperforming operations there , L AREasaad
and to ‘manage’ Lynne Telestrian, a recent high-profile Brotherhood recruit. o
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n Birtolo currently resides in the Pacific Northwest, where he spends

, l as a writer, gamer, and professional sword-swinger. His thoughts
? ;‘} ed with shape shifters, mythological demons, and epic battles. He’s
- published a couple of fantasy novels and several short stories. He trains with
Seattle Knights, an acting troop that focuses on stage combat, and has
'.’"(p%iﬁdrmed in live shows, videos, and movies. He even jousts, and yes, the
- armor is real—it weighs over 120 pounds. You can read more about him and
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follow her on Twitter at @JenniferBrozek.
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Stephen Dedman is the author of the novels The Art of Arrow Cutting (a
Bram Stoker Award nominee), Shadows Bite and Shadowrun: A Fistful of
Data, and more than 120 short stories published in an eclectic range of
- magazines and anthologies. He’s also written adventures and worldbooks
for GURPS, Villains and Vigilantes and Aftermath!, and has been GM-ing
- Shadowrun since the First Edition appeared. For a full bibliography, go to
.stephendedman.com
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Tom Dowd is a 25-year veteran of the game design business, having been
first published while still in high school. He is one of the co-creators of the
award-winning Shadowrun role-playing game, as well as writer/contributor to
other role-playing titles such as Vampire: the Masquerade. During his tenure
from 1989 to 1994 as line developer on Shadowrun, he co-authored the origi-
nal First Edition rules set and developed and wrote the Second Edition rule-
book, as well as numerous supplements including the original Street Samurai
Catalog, Fields of Fire, Bug City, Divided Assets, the multi-author books Harle-
quin and Harlequin’s Back, two Shadowrun novels, Night’s Pawn and Burning
Bright, and the short stories Wyrm Talk, Voices from the Past, Rex Tremendae,
and Post Mortem. He joined the Microprose-FASA Corp joint venture FASA
Interactive in the mid-"9os where he was senior designer on the RTS comput-
er game MechCommander. In 1999 he was the lead designer on the Microsoft/
Day:1:Studios Xbox/Xbox-Live million+ selling release, MechAssault. His other
computer game credits include Shadowrun games for the NES and Sega con-
soles, the MechWarrior 2 (Activision; PC) and MechWarrior 3 (Microprose; PC)
game series, Axis & Allies: Iron Blitz (Hasbro; PC), Leisure Suit Larry: Magna Cum
Laude (Vivendi Universal; PC, Xbox, PS2), and DuelMasters (Atari; PS2). He is
currently the lead of Skotos Tech’s online multiplayer text-based social/rpg
game Castle Marrach and is a full-time instructor at Columbia College Chicago
in the Interactive Arts and Media department teaching and building curric-
ulum in their Game Design major. He is co-author of the book Storytelling
Across Worlds: Transmedia for Creatives and Producers recently published by
Focal Press, and has filed patents on the BucketBurger™ production process.

PATRICK GOODMAN

Patrick Goodman was born in Texas in a much simpler time. He served in
the US Air Force, and has lived all over the United States, as well as in En-
gland. He’s been telling stories since he could talk; he’s been writing them
down since he was 10. Patrick started role-playing when he was three, but
he didn’t start using actual rules for role-playing until he was 14. He discov-
ered Shadowrun in 1989 and never looked back; he’s written for the game
off and on since 2000. He currently lives in the Texas Panhandle with his
beautiful and creative wife and two very imaginative children.
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the scratchings in his coop seemed to resemble words. Since that time, his
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book Stranded on Earth: A Guide for Misplaced Aliens. He currently divides
his time between working as the Shadowrun line developer and posing in a
diorama in a novelty store in North Dakota.
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All game worlds come together piece
by piece, but this felt especially true
for Shadowrun Returns. Concept work
began as soon as the Kickstarter cam-
paign closed, and by early Summer of
2012 our environment team had started
work on the daunting list of assets that
would eventually become The Barrens,
Mercy Mental Hospital, and the Mar-
ket. It wasn’t quite brick-by-brick, but
it was close.

For inspiration, the art team turned
to cyberpunk classics like Neuromancer
and Blade Runner, as well as an extensive
library of Shadowrun sourcebooks. We
came away with a few big ideas to help
guide the world’s design. First, we want-
ed to make sure the player really felt the
gap between the privileged haves and
the needy have-nots of the world. That
meant the environments and charac-
ters in the game needed to span every-
thing from the gritty slums of the Red-
mond Barrens to the refined-but-sterile
corporate offices of James Telestrian 111.
Second, we knew that shadowrunners,
our classic anti-heroes, needed to be the
counterpoint to that whole corrupt sys-
tem — counter-culture rebels with big
personalities, rubbing shoulders with
everyone from desperate BTL junk-
ies and gangers to elite corporate suits

~ and Tir Tangire commandos. Finally,

SHADOWRUN RETURNS

stitched-up leather armor to impart the
feeling of a world that extends beyond
the player’s adventure.

As you explore the world of Shad-
owrun Returns, you'll pass by everything
from rusted motorized rickshaws to
bizarre arcane summoning circles. In
most cases, each environment in the
game started with a rough mood paint-

ing to capture the overall look and emo-
tion of that place. Likewise, the many
characters in the game began life as
rough sketches on a screen, which our
character our team then meticulous-
ly brought to life in 3D. The following
pages present just a slice of the work
that our talented team of artists put
into the finished game. These are the

visual building blocks that have come
together to create the world of Shadow-
run Returns.

By the time you read this, you'll
have hopefully already been able to ex-
plore the streets of Seattle for yourself
— we hope you enjoy the experience,
and sincerely thank you for the oppor-
tunity to create this world for you.
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Wale Ork, Rigger Archetype
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GUARDIAN DRONE
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£10,000 BACKERS: DAVID FRY NI, ERIC MERSEMANN, ERIK DAHLMAN, JAMES AN\, UBER. 52,500 BACKERS: ADAM “EL DUCE" DOGCHIN, ANDRES GUILLERMO AGUIRRE, ANONYMOUS, DAVID GAIDER, FRICTIONX42, JOHN
PAUL SMITH, JON ABBOTT, JOSHUA RDGERS, MATTHEW PALSSON, MICHAEL MRELL, RICHARD BELL, 51,000 BACKERS: AARON “WHITEY™ WILSON, ALEXANDER FALK, ALEXEY KRUGLYAKOV, ANDY GODLSBY, ANDY KITIKE,
ART TEBBEL, BRADLEY CURTIS MILLER, BRENT SHIRKEY, CHRIS KLUWE, CHRIS TAYLOR, CHRIS VAN GRAAS, DANIEL MADDOX, DARIEL SILVEIRA, DENNIS 'COCHISE' J., DOUG HALL (TUKADIAN), EVAN HAWCO, FREDERICK
ECCHER, GRAHAM WILLIAMS, JAMES HICKLIN, JAMES T. BENTON, JAN “ARUBA™ RADERSCHEIDT, JARROD POWELL, JC LAGAN, JESSE LEINEWEBER, JOACHIM STEPPKE, JOHN HOLMES, JOHNNY MALONEY, JOSEPH “KEI™
COSTANTIND, KEVIN CLARK, LEVI BURKS, MARK KALINIC, MAXWELL GIMDAHL, MICHAEL DUNGAN, NIKOLAUS POENISCH, PETE PARSONS, R THOMAS ALLWIN, RANDY “DRION™ NICKEL, RICH GALLUP, RICHARD SAADA,
AOBEATO RIVERA, ROBYN “RAT™ KING, SEAN P. MCDONOUGH, SHANE “DOC" TILTON, STEVE JACKSON, THADDEUS RYKER, THOMAS COMMERFORD, TOM WITHUHN, VICTORVERGARA.COM. $500: A. BLADFALT, ADAM
BORDERS, ALEX OKITA, ALEXANDRE LALANCETTE, ANDREW POWER, ARDY SHUM, ARNALDD “KURONO™ LEFEBRE PINEIRD, ARRIES ARENAS, BARRETT MOORE, BEAU GINES, BENJAMIN BANGSBERG, BRANDON FIX, BRIAN
G CHERRY, CHAD NEWELL, CHRIS ADAMS, CHRIS KERONEN, CHRIS WISE “BUSTER BROWN", CHRISTIAN “MR. VAN GAREN" SCHULZ, CHRISTOPHER “FABLERUNNER™ EDEN, CHRISTOPHER GRAME, CHRISTOPHER KROUPA,
CHRISTOPHER L THOMPSON, COLLIN K BURDETTE, CORY BROWN, DALE YATES, DAN MAJOR, DAN MURPHY, DANIEL “ITHZERIAN" GOLDBERG, DANIEL KOMIG-SCHIEBER, DARIN - DWTC, DARREN VALLANCE, DENNY KRAUSE,
[EREN PATTON PEARCY, DEREN TAKADE, DIRK HOEFPNER, DRACO DEMENTIS, EDWARD FERNANDEZ, EDWARD LUDEMANN, ELLIOT THOMAS BETER, ERLEMD HOEL, GLENN “SOUNDWIZARD" GDA, HAEGEMON, HALFHIGH,
HARRID..., HAWKE, HENNING WACKERMAGEL, JAMES EDWARD JOHNSON, JAMES Z. CANDALIND, JAMES-ROBERT BUREY, JASON DVORCHAK, JEFF TAYLOR, JOE WITH AN ‘E', JOHANNES “STILGAR™ HORAK, JORDAN
STEVENS, JOSEFH D, PAYNE, M.D., JULIEN FERAUD, JORGEN “TAULI™ PETERS, JUSTIN A. INLOW, KALDLIL, KTOOLOD, LEBEL FAMILY, LEE DOHM, LIVING WORLDS GAMES, LLC., LUNARGENT, MANICMARAUDER, MARCEL
VILLAMDR, MARCD CAMINADA, MATTHEW BOBROWSKI, MICHAEL “SNICKER™ LYNCH, MICHAEL C. MATHEY, MICHAEL KINDT DALZEN, MICHAEL L. JACOBS, MICHAEL NIGHTINGALE, MICHAEL ROACH, MICHAEL ‘SILVER'
DAOBMACK, MICKLE, MIKE SCHMIDT, NADIEN KIRISAME, NICK ‘OUTERCROW' JAMESON, PASHA, PAUL MILLS, PETER SCHWARTZ, RICHARD D. NEWMAN, RICK MAHER, RICKARD JOHANSSON, ROBERT LOPER, ROBERT
STEHWIEN, ROBERT W ERLBACHER 1N, RODERICK B. SMITH, RODNEY ALLEN STANTON IIl, RUSS BULLOCK, SAM HALWA, SASCHA “DERTOURIST” VON HOFF, SEAN MADRAZO, SEAN O'FINAN, SONDRE BVERAS, STEPHEN
“OUANTUMEDOST™ SMITH, STEVEN CARSTENSEN, SURAJ PEIRIS, SYLVAIN GIRAUD, THE DIRE RADIANT, THOMAS G. TREPTOW, TIM CARL, TORBIN 5. PACE, VISA TOIVONEN, WAYNE F NEWTON, WILL LASSEN, WILL W.,
WOOFER, YAKARU DEZAKL, 5250 BACKERS: @MATTLEUNG, @VENERABLEMONSTER, A. P. COOPER, AARON DELIND, AARDN LINN JONES, AARON MITCHKD, ADAM “WITHDDZE" WITHDOS, ADAM CECCHETTI, ADAM ERADY,
ADAM WHITCOME, AG3, AIDAN THOMSON, AJ NORDSTROM, ALANT, ALEX MELLAR, ALEXANDRE "IIEBIIIH’EHIF Sl'd'l!l'l’ ALEXANDRE TREMBLAY, lLI.lTL‘lH AMELIA VON HADEN, ANDRE MARENTETTE, Mln REW “CAINE
HAZEN" COEM, ANDREW “MADEVIL" KNIGHT, ANDREW C. RICHWINE, ANDREW m.w.v AKA RANNEKD, ANDREW FRANKLIN, ANDREW WADYCKI, Am WETTLAUFER, lltm‘ GARDNER, MIEEL.I BEVING LLOVD,
ANONYMOUS, ANDNYMOUS, ANONYMOUS, ANTHONY KIM, ANTHONY SHEMARIA, ARTEMI) IBERZANDV, ARTHURR2, AUDIFAX ALEXIS, BALDER UHEEHHIJ. BASTIAN WERBLING, BATTLEGRIP.COM, BEN LOR 0N CAT, BEN
RIBERDEETUNISEPT, BEN SHOUP, BEN SHULTZ, BENJAMIN MCKENNA, BENDIT GAGNON, BILL “BUCK’ JONES, BING Z., BJOERN, BLAIR YOUNG, BRAD PIDNICK, ERANDON “BASHUR™ ASHUR, BRENT DISERDYY, BRET CRANE,
BRETT MASAMI IWATAK] “CHAOSESPER{JAKX)", BRIAN “BRIDS™ WEE, BRIAN “DONON" HANSEN, BRIAN AWIS, BRIAN BURTON, BRIAN DELUCCH!, BRIAN E DEGROAT, BRIAN GREENE, BRIAN KIRCHHOFF, PHLAN POEL, BRIAN
VALIQUETTE, BRYAN COX, BRYON CHASE, BYRON ODWAZNY, C. SVATY, CAMERON DAHL, CAMERON PINARD, CARL GIASRHEN TOMLINSON, CAALOS RAMON VALDEZ, CASLOMYR, CHARLIE PIPER, CHAY D. HART, CHRIS
AVELLDRE, CHRIS WO0O0D, CHRISTIAN COSTA BATAGELD, CHRISTIAN DEMBSKI, CHRISTOPHER “CHEWIE" BILLOTTI, CHRISTOPHER (0X44) MACEOWN, CHRISTOPHER GRANT, CHRISTOPHER MZ SAURD, CHRISTOPHER W
ELLIS, CHUCK “SCINTILLIC™ KINNAN, CHUCK SMITH, CLAIRE BLACKSHAW, CLAY BROOKS, © ¥, COLLIY TULLIUS, COMNEILLDN, CORWYN *.2 207Y HOOPER - HALL, CRUBLET, D. SPENCER ZIER, DAMIA"
‘VALASHAR" STECH, DAMON PRIEST, DAMON SWAIN, DAN “CASH"” JUNG, DAN “RICOLHL ™ 51 DANE WINTO®, DANIEL BAUMAN, DANIEL KYLE P AIEY. _UNTRIP, DARKLING, DARREN AUSTIN, DARREN COCC
DAS GRINDER, DAVE EPF, DAVE LATTIERI, DAVE REPP, DAVE W, DAVID A MAYD Il, DAVID ABLuw, Liavie ANG, DAVID B, FEIG, DAVID HEADQUIST, DAVIO LARS CHAMBERLAIN, DAVID DRR, DAVID S PIETKA, DAVID WILS
DEAN MATHISON, DEGGE T. THOMAS, JR., DENIS AVDIC, DENNIS 'KURDAN' TURNER, DEREK BONMER, UEREX MUOORE, DEREK PUFFINBURGER, DEREX SCHMEIDER, DERM, DIANEOFTHEMOON, OMITRY “DAD LUCIF::
KOVINKD, DON RALL RUBID MUNARRIZ & TEQUILA WORKS, DONALD COSMEZ, E. DOWNING, E.R.FERNANDES, ED HALL, EDWARD POE, EDWYN “0MAHDON" TIDNG, ELACONIC, ELAN LEE, ENRICD “VULTUS74™ FRANCESC
ERIC PRYES, ERIK LUNDBERG, ERWIN ERKINGER, ETHAN “SIGMA X" MONAT, ETHAN YETTON, EUGENE LIM, EUGENE WONG, EVAN Rm‘HEH EXATO GAME STUDIOS, muumumn FARES “CORRAN CAIN" IDRI, F
CERDNI, FERAS ALHAMDAN, FERDINAND SCHOBER, FLORIAN WINKLER, FRANK WEISER, FREDERI “VOLK KDMMISSAR FRIEDRICH" POCHARD, GAUTE TOR EIDE, GAYONNE, GENE CRONK, GEOFFREY AYTON, GEONDP
MOORE, GLENN “JUSTICAR"™ WHITE, EDHIEHM'EISTEH GOTO10, Mﬂlm DE YOUNG, ER‘EE HOWE, GREGOR BECK, GRUNDNIR, GUILLAUME 'JEIISIH HANS CHRISTOFFER MIES I'Il'll AKA MR. 10%, IEHI]I-':II[ BR
HENRIK “MYNOCAA™ KAMSTRUP-NIELSEN, HIBITED, Hﬂ-SHEIG HSIAO, HOWLINGBLUE, IAN DERN, IAN J. Hlﬂllﬂllll.ll. INGI A FORD, J 5 NICKEL, J. ERICK CHRISTGAU, J. MOWERS, J.R. RIEDEL, JM:I]B CHAPT!
WONCK, JAMES “BIGTRUCK™ BLAKE, JAMES “HAYWIRE" YOON, JAMES “SALAMANDER™ CRAIG, JAMES ALLEN, JAMES DIGIOIA, JAMES DOCKING, JAMES DRURY, JAMES OF THE BROTHERS LEE, JAMES W. KELL"

RIVA, JASON “JOHNNY CACHE™ MILLS, JASON C. EROWN, JASON FRITCHER, JASON GLASTETTER, JASON KREJCI, JASON S LEWIS, JASON SCHERBARTH, JASON VICKSTROM, JAY KOMINEK, JAYSON “DO’

WRIGHT, JC BRAZIL, JEAN-MARC COMEAU, JEF BONKOWSKI, JEFF BRAHAM, JEFF HEWITT, JEFF MEYER, JEFFREY “DOWNTYM™ DRURY-STEWART, JEFFREY MURL, JEFFREY 5 TOMLINSON, JENS WIECH"

PAWELENK, JESSE KLUG, JOE “KDDIAK™ THATER, JOE CHAN, JOE KOHLMANN, JOEL “CASAZIL" ROGERS, JOHANNES “SHARNT™ DONGELMANS, JOHANNES SARTISOHN, JOHN “DETH" WEAVER, JOHN “THE F7

ARNOLD, JOHN B FUGATE, JOHN HALL, JOHN KENYON, JOHN PICKETT, JOHN PORTER, JOHN-PHILIP JOHAKSSON, JOLLYJOKERTS, JON BIRNBAUM, JONAS WINJE, JONATHAN BEAVERS, JONATHAN BORZIL!

JOSEPH “NKAMIZA" SCHMIDT, JOSH CHILTON, JOSHUA BAILEY, JOSHUA H. BOSS, JOSHUA MARRIOTT, JOSHUA SCHULTZ, JT CRAY [SPLINTERCAT], JUAQUIME WRIGHT, JUATCAST'S SETH, JULIAN D BERTOZLI

JUSTIN FAVERD, JUSTIN HAYWALD, JUSTIN KEMP, JUSTIN KLEN, JUSTIN PELLETIER, JW REDELL, KAl MAYFIELD, KANT1304, KARL STADUM, KATHY LAWSON, KATSUNORI MATSUSHITA, KEHARN YAWRC

'WINTERS' MCDANIEL, KENNY CHIK, KEVIN BUTLER, KEVIN CIRULIS, KEVIN CULLER, KEVIN ENDD, KEVIN O'NEILL, KEVIN RODRIGUES, KILIAN AULENBACHER, KIM CHRISTIANSEN, KRAKI, KA. THOMPSON,
BOTTRER, NRISTOFFER PETERHANSEL, MRYS OH I, LARRY P BRYANT, LAWRENCE FRANCHINI, LAWRENCE LA BEAUD, LECATTESTREAMBOYADVANCE, LEE CULVER, LESLIE “VYPR" LAW, LIAM “PARL | 1GMATIC™ MLGE

D°ALL, LIONSFATE, lL:l‘ 0 f]LI'i _: VD "BITTER™ UNRUH, LOCKE UNDECKAR, LONNIE BARNES, LORDLDEO, LORENZ “SILVERSTEEL™ ASCHABER, LUC TREMBLAY, LUCA IADICICCO, LUCAS MCWILLI M4D EVL ATHEIS]
- MADGAMING, MAESCODOL, UM, MABUSSARTORI, MARC /. REVILLE, MARC DBERHAUSER, MARCO “URIELE™ MEMARINI, MARCOS MENDIVE, MARGARET ‘DOA’ GUTHRIE, MARIO COLE, MARK ARTWRIGHT, MARK
HELIEH r...LPr Wi %Jml"'.'. i-’.E. MATE-EUGEN VASILE T & BETTY WESTLUND, MATT BLACKIE, MATTHEW BATES, MATTHEW ERUNSELL, MATTHEW PETERSON, MATTHEW SEIDL, MAI 5 KLOS, MICHAEL
JURRAGE, MICHAEL LIM, MICHAEL I UCHAEL MALLETTE, MICHAEL MCCLELLAN, MICHAEL MERZ, MICHAEL P. MARTIN, MICHAEL PDINTER, MICHELLE BOSSE, MIJD RE '/, MIKA FLINKMAN,
MIKE ASAM, MIKE RICHARDS ES D. HUNTER, MITCH ERDBRUEGGER, MOHAMMED TAHER, MORGAN KEE, MR. MCDOUGLE, N. M. GREGG, NATHAN DBR, MATHAN RO HATHAN VLAUN,
J, NEURONBASHER, NICHOLAS ZR™ PHILLIPS, NICHOLAS A CARLEG, NICHOLAS PEDDY, NICK DICKMAN, NICK HEYMAN, NOEL “HB™ WADE, PATRICK AND MICHELLE C NGHAM, PATRICK
“AUL 0. JARMAN, PAUL FERENCE. FAUL K. GAYNOR, PAVEL KUTAC, PEGANA, PETR “LAMI™ CHYBA, PHIL NAESER, PHILIP PUFFINBURGER, POUP SOUP, PUMPHKINCAT, PY DE™ RAHEE
ICROW™ BERGER, RALPH CHILTOP B., RAY JOLLIFF, RAYMOND (KARGARON) RENNING, RAYMOND LUEG, REBECCA WOOLFORD, REY RAMOS, RICH ‘COUNTDOWN' EF
ADRICK™, RICHARD ALDRIGH, RIC GRESHAM Il, RICHARD J. SGRO, RICK FLEISCHER, ROB “GENERICNAMEZ1"™ KARPINSKI, ROBE THOMAS, ROBERT ‘PRIMARCH' TA1
SCHLESIER, | ERUMMA ZIMMERMAN, ROBER] , ROBERT OF THE BROTHERS LEE, ROGER “TRATT" HALVERSON, RONALD WILLIAM BOLING, ROY ELTHAM, RUSSELL LENHARES, RYAN *
LITWIN, RY! RYAN W SHITH, S EVAN “"HEGDO {KIN, 5 J BENNETT, SAFETYBRICK, SANGIUS, SARAH TEUGELS, SASCHA WEIBENFELS, SCHOENBERGER, SCOTT “SILLDUETTE™ NELSON

WILLIAMS CRAIGEN, SCOTT FLECKENSTEIN. LETZKIN, SEAN “LUMBERINGTROLL” POLLMAN, SEAN O'BRIEN, SHAFIK, SHAWN DALY, SIMON GOBLE, SIR COLIN NICHOLS, SOPHIS
5P ALEXAMDER & MAJACK STARK INZ, STEPHANE DAUZAT, STEPHEN DOYLE, STEPHEN DUBICH, STEPHEN GURNETT, STEPHEN PLISKA-MATYSHAK, STEVE FISHER, §
I7X. & AT L NGHAM, STUA KE, s'mlsml.imn SYLIAS, TASH HEPTING, TATSUJI ECHLE, TERMINUS, THOMAS “THE PINDRAGON" CALLAHAN, THOMAS A. LOUE 7, THOMAS B
IK.I"'-"E‘IEI“ SWEENEY, TIM CUPF, TIMOTHY .L HARRIS, TJ HB‘I‘E IMIIS JAEGER, TODD THOMPEOM, TOM BI'IMIFIH TONI AM/ ONY, TORBEN
ITMAN, T f =R KASSTEN, TYR LAFIEL, VIHCENT “LE SAINT™ LANGLOIS, WAYNE THORNE, WEVRIN, WILDBILL F-‘r"utﬂi'l‘fﬂ.l.lmﬁhlll.tlﬂmmi ONKAS' HADD
| ROUSSILLON, ZA( AH ALRUJAIB, ZBIG ZBIGGIE ST Y CHARZ, ZENMETSU, ZIRUJAUAK, ROBERT BOWLINE, 3175 BACKERS: @ANDERSOSTHUS, A FLEMINT




“NON-G" BURTON, AARON ODIN JENSEN, ABABIL ASHARI AND WU uu ARDHANA ISWAR, ACHIM BECHTOLD, ADAM “IAMMARAUDER" MADDEN, ADAM FULTON, ADAM JAKDS, ADAM SILLS, AJCARRINGTON, AKSTEVENS,
ALAN DOUGLAS, ALAN HARDING, ALEXANDER % 00D IG, ALIGIA KAYE COX, ALISTAIR ALEBARBES, AMAHYNTHUS THE 'I""'-l‘ I.l -L'H IJc” 1208, AMASTASIA, ANDRE BERE, ANDREAS “AKI" GDONITZER, ANDREAS
FLIERL, ANDREAS HILLBERG, ANDREI “SGTSPHYNY AKE, ANKE BRINKMANN, ARONYMOUS, AMONYMOUS, ARONYMOUS, | AHONYMOUS, ARONYMOUSE, nhﬂiﬂlﬂ" “BITSWITCH™ BURCHETTE, ANTON
DELHHRE ARGETH, m.lmss ARTO SANTALA, ASTA STAPPER, ATRO, AUDUN GVERMO, BARBARA WILKIRSON, BEAT uHH: MADS BEN BEHRKE, BENJAMIN FARBASON, BERTRAM “MONGOOSE" RYBA,
BLACK SHADOW ATILLA CINARLI, BRAD MIUSHILL, BRAD WiLY I'”HH u"ﬂ‘lh"* ml KO riw BRENT II"LHHS BRLAN *‘J-'SrTI-:r'l--wli.v 4 '..'.- : |, BRIAN DOWNES, BRIAN FIRE, BRIAN P, BROODK HUBBARD, BRYAN
AAWLINS, BYPH ROGERS, C. BRIAN BUC (1! .LJJ KYMRI™ C C SSANDRA HUMENUK, CHAD RATEL-K ARKER, CHRIS ARNOLDUS, CHIIS BEACOCK, CHRIS COLLINS, CHRIS GREEN,

CHRIS GRAR., CHRIS HEIMHILCHER, CHs MLLIRON, Criis | & M . GIN’ HAL ), CHRISTIAAN VAN VLIET, r-ﬂmm# m:r:. CHRISTOPH HOTZY, CHRISTOPHER “FEZMID" WHITE, CHRISTOPHER J, LEES,

CHRISTOPHER STILLWELL, CHUMMER , CIH0 GRADDE, COD f l- 'I"-MF'U'JLP':- [‘-’u-*‘nﬂ \H, B, DADL, DANNUS DARKENVALOR, DALE AUSIN, DALI VINGI, DAMIEN ILMONEN, DAMON 7. WILSON, DAMON VELOCITAS,

DAN “SHAPE OF EVIL" SCHMAIBLE, DANA JACGRS AIEL “DARKLORD™ KING, DANIEL “PHOS” RATCOVICH, DANIEL BEAULIEU, DANIEL EVARSON, DANIEL LUCAS, DARJEL WHLLIAMS, DAVE “STEEL BEAST” BENNETT,
DAVE DAILY, DAVID “MOZLERON™ DRAKE, DAVI II BODILY, DAVID FLESHER, [ HJHI [iul TSCHALK, DAVID L. WERNER, DAVID RASMUSSON, SWEDEN, DAVID SARRINEN, DAVY TAVERMNIER, DENNIS FANSHAW, DENNIS HUMM,
DEMMNIS LEE, DEV, DEVIN CONSTANTINE, DEVID LARK, DMITRI CARAPEZIA, DOGAN ABCAK AYA, DO! |In (UE POULAIN, DOM E MEHALKD, DONALD R, COLLIER, DDUBLAS ‘ARGOWAL' RE'D, DR JURIS, DR.COKE, DUANE
SWEIGART, DUSTIN “EPK"™ HOLMES, DUSTIN BF BVORCHAK, DYLAN TYLER BUTLER, EL REVERENDO, ELECTRO NIC OLD MEN, mmmsnu EMMANUEL “SARMUC™ RAY, ERIC, ERIC LAWSOMN, ERIC, RILEY, PARKER,

ISEMENA HERMANDEZ, FALK "THUDRUX" PAPPERT, FAMILLE SEVELLEC, FELIX SCHRUDER, FIRESIDE, FLORIAN VILMOT, FLY MOLO, I'-m-N{}'IS HURTEAU, FRANK JORGENSEN,

FRANTI, FRED LOPEZ I, FREDERIN I ERS, G COVES, GARETH THOMAS, GRRY “FAT CAT™ NASH, GARY SHELTON, EHIID:I]I GILBERT LAM, HI.I!BTHIIIIESIH BILLES, GYMMELOTS, ERANT “CHUCKLES" GUILLORY, GREG
“JUNIOR™ MATYOLA, GREG HOLSTIEN, GRIMWULF, CRUNMIZZ, MANG-VENS LY, HAMMES LUKAS, HAWKEYE, HE..’-‘HIH_. HENRIK LINDBERG, HEIHTMH. HERVE GENG ' ' HEH_MIMUS. IAN M BLACKER, IAN PETRUMNIA, 1AN
OUADRIO, IAN SAWLOR, ISONDEL, J.&, “FRANKENEON" HARTSELL, JAMES “DUTCH" MCKENDREW, JAMES EVANS, JAMMIN, JAN E, JAN HOLTRICHTER, JARKKO “JASE" SEFPANEN, JARROD LOIDL, JASON B. DOOLEY, JASON
DATSUM, JASON HAHN, JASON HAYES, JAY DORSEY, JEAN-LUC M., JEFF “THE GHEFF" ARBISTRONG, JEFF RUTCHINSON [TRINITY] BLODDHAWN, JEFFREY “KONIG-WOLF" JAMES, JER LEEDY, JEREMIAH ROBERT CRAIG
SHEPERSKY, JERRY “NITROPUNK" CHANDLER, JIM HILL, JIMMY “STRIXEN" HANSSON, JME & MORALES, JOE MURPHY, JOEL A. ADKINS, JOHN A GILLESPY, JOHN ENTERLINE, JOHN HAVERKAMP, JOHN LAMBERT, JOHN
VAMN, JON DUPRE, JON GRANDE, JONAS H :u.h.:mrﬂ JOMATHAM LUPSOM, JOMATHAN VLOET, 204 LAURL, JORDAN EVENS, JORDAN MONTGOMERY, JORG J JORGE SCHNURA, JOSEPH PRETTO, JOSH ‘DR. THUNDER'
VANVALKENBURG, JOSHUA FE!IIEHH, JOSHUA MICHAEL MORBAN, JUNKA DJALA, JUSTIN B. “SADISTIKAL" m JUSTIN COOK, JUSTIN KREITZBURG, JUSTIN RICHARDSON, KARL BACOMATOR FOURNIER, KARL
WIERS, KASH TAM KAH SHIN, KATHERINE PORTER, KELSHIR, KEVIN CHAUNCEY, KEVIN H".'IEH. EEVIN LANZMICH, KEVIN MCANINCH, KEVIN MCDOUGALL, KEVIN 5 MERRIMAN, KEVIN WILLIAM ROBINSON, KIRA, KITA
HALIWELL, KDAN ERIGGS, WRIS HUME, KWANTAM, KYLE BRIGMAN, LANCE SANCHEZ, LARS WESTERGREN, LAURENT MAIRE, LEIGHTON KURASHIMA, LOUIS ZUMBACH, MAD, MADS JOHAMSEN, MARC “STARKILLER™
BAYLISS, MARC CHAILLIOUY, MARC-LEIGH JOHNSGH, MARJOLAIME VAUDRY, MERK-12, MARKSTIQUE, MARKUS BETZ, MARKUS KO HAUFL, MARTIN BRASSARD, MARTYN HEEHE MATT CLEMSON, MATT HUFSTETLER,

MATT HUNTSIMAN, MATT SEERASKY, MATTHEW “STAR20" BRICKER, MATTHEW A DAVIS, MATTHEW BEARD, MATTHEW CONFORTH, MATTHEY CARRETT, MATTHEW SILVEY, MATTIAS COLLEN, MICHAEL “TALTHOS" WILLETT,
MICHAEL “THE FOX" FUGHS, MICHAEL CARMODY, MICHAEL DOYLE, MICHAEL H. HOLLINGWORTH, MICHAEL MACOMACHIE, HIBII!E!. MCADAKLS, MICHAEL USG000-GRAVER, MICHAEL PFLUGRADT, MICHAEL RANNIGAN,

MICHAEL STOPA, MIKAEL FARSTAAND, MIKAEL DLOFSSON, MIKE UMHOLTZ, MUPPET1856, NARKE EXRAN, NATE THOMPSON, NATHAN REEP, NATHANIEL “SFP071 " BOWERS, NICHOLAS BOUQUET, NICHOLAS SYLVAIN, RICK
HUNTINGTON, MINJA D, BDEL | 0K, MOT OME OF US, 0. ‘AFRD JA r-1LIRI TUFMNER, OLAV DEJAN, OLIVER THORNTON, 0P 5500 SOLLOP, OTTER HURIADG, PATRICK JAURION, PATRICK MEFKENS, PAUL BUSS, PAUL
HOWIE, PAUL “TRAMAPOLEAN" STOCKLEY, PETE HOD, PETE YAGRIIN, PETER “TEX™ MAYER, PETER BIHIIMII. PETER J. 'WHEELL"!, PHIL LEECH, PHILIP ELLERHORST, R. BLEDSOE, MIH'I' DAY KITTY, ﬂﬂi}‘ KOHLER, RANDY
KHAPP, RAPHAEL KOZUBAL, RAYMOND “CANRAY™ CROTEAU, RAYMOND H WEISS, REDSKARK, REVEIHORT, REX A. HOOD JR., REX LUPIS, RICHARD “SEPIRIZ™ KOZUBAL, RICHARD “SLIMJIMSMITH" NAYLOR, RICHARD
“WONGR1ST" WONE, RICHARD THROWER, RICHARD WALSAM SHVA, RICK “MADCK™ STUMED, RICK PUFKY (BRENNOR), RICK WHITE, ROB T BLANCHARD, ROBERT “D-DAY" HOLBROOK, ROBERT A. NICHOLS, ROBERT
CAMPEELL, ROBEAT HAYNES, ROBEAT M. RAMUS, ROBERT MEEKS, ROEERT M. PARSONS, ROBERT PUFKY, ROGER NAUMANEN, RUSSELL “REDJACK” FETFEE RYAN “BEAR" DURAND, RYAN PARRIS, RYAN ROBINSON, 5 X
SPAWN, SCOTT, SCOTT “AXIN' IN8, SCOTT DAVIDSON-BOWEY, SCOTT JAMES MAGNER, SCOTTIE TAYLOR, SCRUMPLE, SEAN KREYCIK (MOVIEMAM20XX), SEBASTIEN LANG, SEXY MIKE LAWSON, SHANKALTEN,
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