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DEDICATION

 

For every chummer who’s read, role-played, or shook a really big handful of six-siders in the Sixth World—this one (like all the rest) is for you.

Thanks for keeping Shadowrun going, and coming back for more.


 

 

 

 

Introduction

 

By John Helfers

 

Welcome to World of Shadows, the latest volume of Shadowrun short fiction.

A lot has changed since the publication of Spells & Chrome, back in 2010. A new edition of the Shadowrun RPG (the fifth!) was released to widespread acclaim last year, with new classes (the technomancer) finalized, rules changes (for better or worse, that’s always for the fans/players to decide), and of course, lots and lots of six-sided dice-rolling.

But the one thing that’s stayed the same is the dark, gritty, dystopian setting. For me, Shadowrun’s atmosphere and environment has always been a huge attraction, both for role-playing and writing. SR5’s setting is no different, of course, featuring the danger and thrills of street-smart outsiders fighting the system that has made the setting a hallmark of gaming for more than 20 years.

One of the pleasures of running the fiction program for Catalyst Game Labs is guiding projects in interesting directions they might not have originally gone. After the success of Spells & Chrome, I wanted to the next anthology to be a bit more targeted, and explore the Shadowrun world in more detail. There are dozens, more likely hundreds of out-of-the-way locations that would make prime settings for shadowruns. What better way to highlight some of these than to assemble a volume of stories set all around the squalid, hazardous Sixth World, with each tale taking place in a different setting?

And when I sent out the invitations to contribute, the authors assembled in these pages did not disappoint. These tales truly span the globe, covering every continent from Africa to South America, nations from England to Russia, and far-flung locales such as Casablanca, Kowloon City, and the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro, to more American stomping grounds of Austin, Texas; Miami, Florida; New Orleans, Louisiana; Las Vegas, Nevada; Grand Rapids, Michigan (that is a real story location); and of course, the granddaddy of them all; Seattle, Washington. The plots of these stories vary as widely as where they’re set, and feature shadowrunners, Johnsons, and sometimes more ordinary folks caught in the middle.

The contributing authors also run the gamut, from bestselling authors to long-time Shadowrun freelancers and authors to fans making their Shadowrun fiction debuts in the following pages. We’ve got heavy hitters such as Michael A. Stackpole, Mel Odom, Jean Rabe, Chris A. Jackson, Aaron Rosenberg, and Steven S. Long alongside long-time Shadowrun game and fiction writers such as Russell Zimmerman, Malik Toms, Stephen Dedman, Robyn King, Patrick Goodman, and Jason Hardy. Last, but certainly not least, are multi-talented authors and fans such as Annie Bellet, Dylan Birtolo, Jennifer Brozek, Phaedra Weldon, Maxwell Alexander Drake, and Thomas Gofton, who bridge the gap by writing professionally, whether through original work, tie-in, or both; or self-publishing; or doing both.

And the stories? Well, I could regale you with teasing glimpses of each one, just to further whet your appetite, but why do that, when all you have to do is turn the page and jump into the first one—a Wolf and Raven tale by Michael A. Stackpole, the first in more than fifteen years—and find out for yourself just how deep the darkness goes in a world of shadows…


 

 

 

 

Images: A Wolf and Raven Story

 

By Michael A. Stackpole

 

I’d been set up.

I know, that’s quite a conclusion to jump to.

Let’s review.

I received a message from a woman I once knew—by which I mean I’d met her and briefly let thoughts of a lustful nature bang around inside my brain. After her boss died, I lost track of her. Even though I never saw her again, I thought of her from time to time. The one that got away. Catch a flash of blonde hair through a crowd, or hear a laugh and see sparkling blue eyes in a gorgeous face, the mind flicks back. The lure of what-if that promises an escape from today’s pressures.

The message wasn’t much. >You alone can help me, Mr. Kies. TC. Didn’t really matter that I couldn’t place a TC—the message was enough. It triggered the White Knight Syndrome, which has sent many a man to his doom. The Old One had howled bloody murder, especially when I interpreted the “alone” to mean that I shouldn’t tell anyone what was going on. But that’s part of WKS—it’s a solo quest. If you can’t do it alone, you’re really not worthy of being a Knight and rescuing a damsel in distress.

Strictly speaking, I didn’t work alone. The message gave me almost nothing to go on, but Valerie Valkyrie was happy to pull up what info she could. Sure, I asked while she was watching a Seadogs game heading into extra innings, just to keep her distracted. I’m pretty sure she didn’t remember what she’d given me, but it was enough to get me on the right track. She traced the message back to some tiny private ISP in the middle of nowhere Arizona.

Took me longer to figure out who TC was. The “Mr. Kies” suggested we’d not become casually acquainted. Asking for help suggested she’d been involved in an operation I’d performed for Doctor Richard Raven. I didn’t need to be a decker on par with Val to cross-correlate cases with connections to Arizona. By the time Jimmy Mackelroy had blasted a walk-off homer to end the suspense for Valerie, I learned that Doctor Lawrence Roberts—deceased—had counted among his Ministry’s holdings a doomsday compound out on the Navajo reservation, in red rock country. He’d called it Fortress Christianis. He’d built it into a haunted canyon, but only after he’d exorcised the demons and consecrated the ground. It had all but vanished from mention in any news feeds, save that a splinter of his ministry had claimed it. They called themselves Warriors for Christ.

No points for originality, but that wasn’t unexpected. The Old One boiled up out of the dark pit where I keep him tucked away. They have ever stolen other traditions, Longtooth, and used their Book to justify their thefts.

The Old One isn’t one for theological nuances, but he does know how to hold a grudge.

Once I’d tagged Roberts’ ministry as a connection, I figured out TC immediately. Miss Crandall had been a vision of loveliness in his office. Until I sifted more files I didn’t learn her Christian name was Theodora. She wouldn’t have been any less lovely had I know that all these years, but somehow fantasizing about her as Miss Crandall made those naughty librarian dreams simply that much more fulfilling.

And guaranteed that I was off on a rescue mission.

I asked for a week’s vacation, then caught a commercial flight down to the desert. I came in at night. A metastasized field of lights marked Phoenix, save for the east side, where the Salt River-Pima reservation remained dark. The contrast made me think of the split in society: tech lighting things up on one side, and a far more traditional and older way lurking in the shadows. 

The Old One wanted me to head east and lose myself there, but I resisted. The moon wasn’t more than half full, so resisting his pleas didn’t tax me much. His interference did make it almost impossible to work the rental car kiosk, but I found my ride and headed into the depths of South Phoenix. After a little searching, I found someone more than willing to sell me a couple of automatics. Neither was a Beretta Viper 14, but I was flexible. I gave voice to the Old One’s growl, and even got a good price on the deal.

I found a hotel and worked on refining my plan to rescue Miss Crandall. I’d figured I’d drive up, do a quick recon, maybe even set up a parley, then resort to violence if necessary. I separated the violence part from the rest of things to annoy the Old One, since he frontloads his plans with a lot of indiscriminate killing. I also figured if the recon indicated I’d bitten off more than I could chew, I had the option to phone a friend for back up.

I’d grown up in the Sprawl, which is dark, green and wet. The desert isn’t wet. Not in the least. Hotter than the Hell the Warriors For Christ feared, in fact; and a lot of bright. There’s a bit of green, but it’s a pale green, and the rocks are blood red. The highway up toward Flagstaff featured plenty of red rocks, a few lonely pine trees, lots of tall saguaro cacti, and deep canyons ready to swallow the car if I missed one of the switchbacks.

More remarkable than the landscape was the absence of human beings. Seattle had canyons, all man-made, chrome and neon. Arizona had rough, natural canyons, with walls of layered rock. In Seattle I couldn’t move for the people, and was never more than spitting distance from a coffee shop. Out here, I could imagine that the Rapture had taken everyone else easily enough; and the only hot liquid anywhere near me circulated in the radiator.

Best of all, the Old One relaxed.

This is how the world unspoiled feels, Longtooth. His mouth opened in a lupine grin betraying joy.

I couldn’t fault him. I turned off the highway and onto a cattle track that snaked between tall walls of red rock. Even though I found the landscape utterly alien, the simplicity and quiet smothered any uneasiness. It wasn’t so much that I felt a desire to live there, but I could understand why some would find the peaceful solitude attractive.

It is everything, Longtooth. It is as life was meant—

That’s when the first round hit the car. Fifty cal, if I had to guess, cored through the engine block. It missed me, but shrapnel peppered my thighs and stomach. More shots, closer, lighter, spiderwebbed the windscreen. One bullet caught my right shoulder. Then the airbag exploded because the car slammed into one of those red rock walls. It blasted me back, shattering my nose and breaking my right forearm.

I remember thinking the insurance rider wasn’t going to cover the damage as I yanked the door open and hauled myself out. I drew one pistol, shifted it to my left hand, and snapped off a shot. I wasn’t really shooting at anyone, since steam and smoke blinded me. I stumbled back toward the trunk, firing twice more.

Then the gun jammed.

Ever have that feeling, when time slows down, and you know you’re in deeper than you’ve ever been before? Maybe it’s telling your boss off. Maybe asking that supermodel out. Maybe it’s meeting the old in-laws for the first time.

This was all that, but with gunfire.

Accurate gunfire.

As I hit the ground, it occurred to me that I’d been expected. Which meant Miss Crandall was in serious need of rescuing. Whoever was doing this to me clearly had tortured her for the information. And that meant I had to redouble my efforts to figure out who that was, and then implement the whole violence part of the program.

Which is when Brother Boniface emerged from the smoke, stood over me and shot me in the face.

 

 

 

The cold made me shiver. It could have been coming up from the rock, but I figured warm blood draining out made more sense. Took a moment for me to realize my eyes were open, and that the pinpoints of light had to be stars. I didn’t remember ever seeing a night any blacker.

Or finding one more quiet.

I hurt everywhere, but not as much as I expected. The cold and numbness worked together to deal with the pain. They’d kill me as fast as the bullets, but they were more about slipping softly into that good night. Not that the bullets hadn’t done their best to off me.

I could feel six wounds—entry, I think, and most had exits to match—and that was on the left side of my body. I could probably have tallied the rest if I counted on my fingers and toes, but it felt as if a couple of each had been shot clean off in the ambush. I couldn’t see them, both because of the dark, and because of the silver wolf’s-head pendant at my throat. It weighed too much for me to lift my upper body and look.

I whispered. Maybe only in my head. “Now’s your chance, Old One. Time to say you told me so.”

Nothing.

Not just his keeping his own counsel. Nothing.

I looked inside, digging down into his lair.

Empty. Black as the night. As cold as I felt. He’d fled.

I know I gasped. I heard that. The Old One had been my companion—no, really, tenant—for an age. I’d not known he was there until Richard Raven introduced us, back during the Full Moon Slashings in the Sprawl. The Old One had been a shard of the Wolf Spirit living in me, provoking me, saving me, trying to conquer me. He’d never succeeded, but right now I would have let him do anything he wanted.

But he was gone. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been alone in my head, not really. Now, when I really needed someone, something, to be with me, I’d been abandoned.

I think that’s when I realized I was going to die; and knew I’d not died so many times before just to spite him.

So, alone, I’d die.

Then I heard a snort.

Not from within, but from the side. My head lolled to the right. There, on the other side of the small campfire which I was pretty sure hadn’t been there previously, a big beast sat. It didn’t quite look wolfish—had the coloring of a coyote, but the bulk of a big dog or wolf. Definitely wasn’t the Old One. It seemed at once far more ancient, and yet much younger and vibrant.

“Come to watch me die?”

The beast cocked his head. “Why would you choose to die, when you can save yourself?”

I shivered again. He sounded far more Country Club than Nature Spirit. “I can’t save myself. The Old One could save me, but he’s gone.”

“The Old One?”

“He lived inside me.”

The Wolf’s head came up. “Oh, your imaginary friend.”

“He’s not imaginary.”

“I have no doubt he seemed very real to you. The simple fact is that he was the construct you shaped in concert with your friend to absolve you of the responsibility for your power.” The Wolf raised a paw to his mouth and nibbled on an unseen annoyance. “Your friend realized it would have taken many years to train you to use the magickal abilities you possess, so he constructed a simple shortcut. Instead of teaching you spells, he created a dynamic where you accessed power through an adversarial relationship with an arbiter.”

I wished I could have shaken my head. “No, it’s not that.”

“But it is, Mr. Kies. You were so afraid of being out of control, of hurting others, that you were complicit in creating a choke-collar for your magick. You lacked the will, or perhaps the cognitive ability to manage accountability for power, so you made yourself responsible for curbing the Old One, who would use your power irresponsibly if you did not intervene.”

“I have no power, no power without the Old One.”

“Really?” The Wolf cocked his head again. “What is the last thing you remember?”

“Brother Boniface.” The man, tall, bald, powerfully built and terminally stupid, had straddled my torso, aimed, and shot. “Point blank range.”

“Yet, we converse now. His somehow missing you, or your somehow surviving that shot would be described as…?”

My mouth soured. “Miraculous.”

“I prefer magickal. Your magick.” The Wolf lay down, paws crossed. “Heal yourself. We’ll wait.”

Beyond him, in the shadows, what I had taken as stars resolved themselves into many pairs of yellow eyes.

“I don’t know how.”

One of his shadowed followers yipped derisively. The Wolf growled, and silence returned. “You have used your magick to transform yourself in the past. Do it again. Transform yourself back to healthy.”

I lay there, getting colder, considering his words. I’d always asked the Old One to lend me his senses and his strength and speed. Most times I’d have to demand it or extort it. I listened for his growl somewhere, and when I heard nothing, I thought back to how it felt when his energy coursed through me. It always sent a thrill, like that flutter in the guts when someone looks at you with love.

Or lust.

Lust, that was it. More primal than love. Lust predated words and spells the same as magick predated them. I sought that tingle, growing up from the loins. Lust, the thing that secured life, the creation of energy, the creation of a new being which was probably as close to magick as there was before the Awakening.

There. I found it. Like a spark struck into tinder, I nursed it along. It grew, less a fire than a conduit opening into magick. The energy began to trickle. Tiny spurts. In them I found echoes of a more recent use—the unconscious, emergency use that fitted my head back together after a bullet had shattered it. And that echoed even greater magicks used to save me back on Seattle’s Night of Fire, when bullet had blown a quarter of my brain into the street.

Once I found the magick, all silver and sparkling, I forced it into familiar channels. When I’d ask the Old One to lend me his strength, he’d remake me over in his image. Bones would crack and shorten. Muscle tissue would tear, then repair itself. Now the magick found tears that bullets had caused and stitched them back together. Shattered bones snapped back into place. Hunks of my liver, which had taken on the consistency of watery pate, firmed up and sealed. Bits of shrapnel and spent bullets got squeezed out the way they got in, or pushed all the way through, the flesh sealing itself in their wake.

Though it hurt, I sat up. I turned toward the fire, hoping to warm myself, but it had vanished. The constellation of eyes had evaporated, too. The Wolf remained, black outlined with black—a wraith quickly fading. I looked around. No car. No guns. I’d been moved far from the ambush site.

I even half-remembered the magick healing some bite marks on my wrists, and my pant cuffs were worse for the chewing.

“Gonna be a long walk home.”

The Wolf moved to the side, revealing a distant glow lighting up the heart of a canyon. “If you sought home, you would not be here.”

I looked up at the moon. Being a Sprawler, I’d never been much for astronomy, but the Old One’s power had waxed and waned with the moon. I learned to pay attention, and quickly determined the moon was setting. Given that I’d gotten shot in the afternoon, I figured I’d been out for at least twelve hours. But since more of the moon was showing than had on the flight in, I added a couple days to that calculation.

I turned to the Wolf to confirm my guess, but he’d vanished.

 

 

 

My clothes looked as if I’d gone four rounds with a lawn mower. Their being more hole than cloth didn’t do much for keeping me warm. Movement was key. I wanted to make sure my body remembered how to work, and exercise would banish the cold.

I headed toward the distant glow, not really sure how long it would take to get there. I worked my way down from the heights, counting the moon as a friend on that part of the trip. At my pace, into which factored exhaustion and a niggling assortment of nicks, scratches, and dents I’d not magicked into perfection, I estimated I wouldn’t make the canyon until past dawn.

At the base of the mesa, I found a seep that allowed me a mouthful of water now and again. I kept to the shadows when I could find them, and made myself as small a target as I possible in sunlight. I took the time to learn far more about a rattlesnake than I ever thought I’d want to know, and to study the land between me and the canyon in which I’d find Fortress Christianis.

The land looked pretty flat, all red rock that appeared to have been slopped out of some divine bucket as thick mud, then solidified under the hellish sun. Saguaro cacti, running as much as ten meters tall and festooned with thick arms, somehow clung to life. Other cactus, from small barrels to gangling cholla and its inch-long needles, dotted the landscape. Rabbits and gophers darted from cover to cover, while red-tailed hawks lazily rode thermals above them.

The canyon ran roughly northwest to southeast, widening in the middle sufficiently to swallow six square Seattle blocks. A couple side channels shot out at odd angles, but showed no sign of traffic. I spotted a footpath at the nearer, southeastern end of the canyon. Tracks at the far end showed signs of use by cars and heavier equipment. A small blockhouse and tall antenna sat on the northern lip, complete with an array of solar panels. I figured that was their link to civilization, and the source of much of their power.

It didn’t surprise me that they didn’t post guards above the canyon. The heat would have made that duty unbearable in summer. I could imagine the winters being less than chummy as well. Since I’d only seen a couple of planes flying at cruising altitude throughout the day, I suspected they weren’t worried about being discovered.

As the sun began to set, I mapped out my approach. I worked through lengthening shadows, moving much as the rabbits had from point to point. I generally managed to keep cover between me and the blockhouse, then scouted out the next run to make sure folks hadn’t emerged.

I got to an overlook position and realized just how badly Miss Crandall needed rescuing. Fortress Christianis had the same vibe as the set for Mad Max and the Temple of Rust, but clearly lacked the trivid’s budget. The blockhouse was solid 20th century architecture, but the mud huts gathered in a circle at the heart of the canyon would have been rejected by Dark Age peasants. The only thing Fortress Christianis had going for it was a spring, bubbling water up into a pond there in the middle. Subsistence gardens filled most of the floor with plant growth, and chickens roamed freely, pecking here and there. Electric lights strung between poles provided the glow I’d seen from the mesa the previous night.

The most impressive thing in the settlement stood on a stone altar between the pond and the canyon’s southern edge. Welded together from rusty metal scraps and illuminated by two small spotlights from below, it stood a good six meters tall and half that wide. The sculpture depicted a man bristling with muscles, carrying a shepherd’s staff in one hand and a Roman sword in the other. The sword still had chrome on it, as did the crown of thorns on the figure’s head. The brooding aspect and carefully welded scars made me think of it as “Gladiator Jesus.”

And made me wish the Old One was there to share his impression. As irascible as he’d been, his scorn for hypocrites always warmed my heart.

The huts didn’t look very hospitable, but they weren’t exactly tiny. I guessed the settlement might be home to as many as sixty individuals. Since more in the way of old dresses hung on clotheslines than men’s clothes, plural marriage seemed order of the day. Plenty of kid-sized clothes were drying as well.

I reached inside, as I would have done to arouse the Old One, and grasped the magick myself. Instead of asking him to lend his senses, I fed energy into mine. Night sight sharpened, as did my senses of smell and hearing. I caught faint hints of many voices. They rose and fell rhythmically, suggesting a fun evening reciting from some Good Book or other. I didn’t care, really, save that it served as a focus for folks who might otherwise be watching for trouble.

I worked my way over to one of the side channels and down. It brought me out to the east of the statue. I crouched by the altar, then lifted my face and breathed in through my nose. Lots of folks will tell you that the sense of smell is tied into memories, and one of my favorites lit up in neon.

Miss Crandall. Her smile. I caught enough of her scent to fugue into a fantasy for a heartbeat. Down, Wolf. You rescue the damsel first, then collect your reward.

The only thing that marked her hovel as different was that I could hear only one voice coming from it. She was chanting like the others, but a note of pain threaded through her words. That started me working my way around to the other side of the altar, then past two huts to hers. The door, made of well-weathered scrub wood, had been secured from the outside, but only by a stick in the latch. I worked it free, opened the door, and entered quickly.

Miss Crandall looked up, surprise and horror and relief all mixing on her face. “Is that you, Mr. Kies? They said you were dead. I thought I’d killed you.”

I dropped to a knee and took her hands in mine. I gave them a squeeze, but that did nothing to quell the trembling. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, but you…you can’t….”

“It’s okay. I know a good tailor.” I gave her a patented smile to raise her spirits. “Ready to get out of here?”

“Praise the Lord. I never thought I’d see you again.” She reached out and hugged me, holding on tight. “You don’t know how important it is that you came for me.”

“You can tell me later.” I freed myself from her embrace, then pulled her after me as I made for the door. “We work around to the altar, then up the little canyon. Can you do that?”

“And you have people who will get us out after that?”

“I’m working on that part of the plan.” I gave her a reassuring nod. “Key thing right now is to get you free and clear.”

“Okay.” She smiled, and I couldn’t help but return it. “Lead on.”

The door opened onto an empty clearing, and the continued murmurs gave me heart that we could pass unnoticed. Leading her by the hand, I ran directly toward the altar. Halfway there I began to feel some relief, then I felt a tug on my hand.

A hard tug, then her hand slipped from mine.

Miss Crandall stumbled and went down heavily. She landed on a knee and screamed. “Mr. Kies! I think I broke it.”

I didn’t know if she had broken her knee or not, but her scream broke the prayer cadence. Doors opened and people poured out. Strong men, though a bit dirtier and more gaunt than I’d expected. Women, haggard, hung back. Children peeked out from between legs.

Brother Boniface emerged from the hut nearest the altar. He’d changed a bit since I’d last seen him in Seattle. For one, he wasn’t flying out a window on his way to a rough landing three stories down. Back home he’d also dressed better. The cutoff jeans suited him, but the sleeveless blue shirt, untucked and unbuttoned, seemed out of place. They did show off enough flesh that I could pick out a bunch of scars that might have been mementos of our last meeting.

In Seattle, that is. Our most recent meeting involved him being quite rude.

“It can’t be.” He shook his bullet-shaped head. “Get thee behind me, Satan.”

“You shoot me in the face, and you want me behind you? What kind of warrior are you?” I spread my arms wide. “You saw me dead in the desert. That was what, three days ago? Now here I am. Does that remind you of anyone?”

Brother Boniface, being a bit bovine through the eyes, and just generally simple, didn’t catch my implication. Others did, and the murmuring arose anew—but not rhythmic and rather chaotic. Men snapped orders for wives to be quiet, but then the men exchanged worried glances with other men.

Boniface’s brown eyes narrowed. “You are demonspawn.” He quickly crossed himself. “I bind you in the name of Jesus.”

Though he said it with sincerity, I didn’t feel at all bound. “That’s not it at all, and you know it.” I looked around at all of them. “Three days ago you murdered me. You ambushed me. You attacked from hiding, not honorably, as a true Warrior For Christ would. Your God saw the injustice of your attack upon me. He restored me, to life, to his favor, and made me a prophet. I was sent to you to allow you to repent, and to bring this woman from captivity. Would you call your God a liar?”

Were Brother Boniface and the other Christianisians not wrapped up in their own psychoses, they’d have just turned their guns on me and shot me to pieces again. But that hadn’t worked the first time, and evidence of my miraculous healing was pretty easy to see through the gaping holes in my clothes. Since, for them, miracles came as the answers to prayers, my living and breathing caused a serious crisis of faith.

“Satan has healed you, not God.”

“We can test that theory.” I pointed a hand at Gladiator Jesus. “You are a Warrior For Christ. I demand Trial By Combat. May God reveal who is right through victory.”

“Mr. Kies, no.”

I took Miss Crandall’s hand and pulled her to her feet. Her knee bled a little, but I didn’t see any swelling. “Don’t worry. I have a policy against letting anyone kill me twice in the same week.”

She limped to the altar and leaned against it. “God be with you.”

Something like that.

Brother Boniface handed his shotgun to a compatriot, then raised his face and stared at the statue. He crossed himself and murmured a prayer. I didn’t catch what he said, but I wasn’t really listening. I’d hurt him before. He’d killed me. This was the rubber game in our match, and I wanted to end it quickly.

Again I turned inward and sought magick. Instead of the energy warping my body to shift muscular insertions, it just poured into tissue. It suffused my flesh, toughening it. It filled my muscles. It sizzled through my nervous system, sharpening reflexes and granting me speed.

Brother Boniface balled his fists and came for me. I danced back, my hands still low. He threw a punch at my face. I dodged, letting his fist graze my right ear. I circled to my left, slipping his punches. Even though he towered above me and packed on at least twenty-five more pounds, he moved like a skinny six-year-old wearing oversized trunks and pillowy boxing gloves.

At least that’s the way he looked to me. From the gasps, cheers and encouraging shouts, the others saw him as every centimeter God’s Champion. They hadn’t figure out I was taunting him, frustrating him. His flesh began to glow with perspiration. Quick punches failed to land, but sprayed me with sweat. Spittle collected foamy and white at the corners of his mouth. He darted closer, dangerously closer, eyes narrowing as he tossed that next punch he knew would land.

I ducked beneath a roundhouse right that should have taken my head clean off, then dropped a sharp jab into his ribs. He coughed loudly, bouncing backward. He kept his feet, but dropped his right elbow to cover where I’d hit him. Grim determination still locked his features into a scowl.

He came at me again.

The jab sailed over my right shoulder. My right hand pounded him in the stomach, lifting him from the ground. He landed stiffly on his heels. A second right caught him in his right shoulder, spinning him around. The moment his back came into view, I smashed my left fist into him, right over a kidney. He pitched forward, landing on his knees, then pitching on his face, before he gathered his hands beneath him.

A curiously savage note entered Miss Crandall’s voice. “Kill him.”

I started to say, “I don’t think that’s necessary,” but Boniface’s pained response cut me off.

“I can’t.”

I spun, realization slowly dawning. She had been speaking to him. Her tight eyes and the way she bared her teeth confirmed that fact and suggested how much she hated me. I had been sold out—by her, no torture required—though exactly why she wanted me dead remained a puzzle.

Miss Crandall shook her head. “You have failed, Boniface. You have disappointed us too many times.” Her voice took on a buzz full of reverb, and dropped deeply enough to make Darth Vader sound like a soprano. “I will deal with him, so you can know the Truth.”

Her skin split and hung in ribbons, revealing reddish, pebbled flesh swelling from within. She blinked once as the skin on her head flowed back into a hood. A milky lens nictitated down. Her blue eyes became bloody amber, complete with the lozenge pupil of a viper. Horny ridges rose along her spine, spiked her shoulders and elbows. Long claws grew from her fingertips.

She appeared to be all old-school demon married with a Gila monster, without any of the cuddly aspects of either. And she came at me fast.

Her first raking slash shredded my shirt and carved furrows in my flesh. The magick that armored me prevented fatal damage, but I felt the sting, and then growing fire. The talons glistened with more than my blood. Her venom gnawed in the wounds.

I cut to the left, again circling. She came at me, all claws and fury. Her leathery skin armored her as well. Not for the first time I regretted the decision to come alone. Whatever she was, I felt certain that Kid Stealth could have dropped a heavy round into her think box and ended this fight before she ended me. Damn WKS.

Part of me wanted to panic. I imagined hearing the Old One growl, as he would have, to focus me. I clung to that. Even though she slashed me again, on the left shoulder this time, and then stabbed her claws at my throat, I realized one key thing, one difference between Miss Crandall and Brother Boniface.

He knew how to fight. She did not.

It really didn’t matter what had gotten into her. All that fury without discipline didn’t mean a thing. That wasn’t to say she couldn’t kill me. Fact was, I wasn’t going to let her.

I pulled more magick into myself. My skin radiated heat. The magick burned the venom from the wounds, then flowed back down into nerves and muscles. I sideslipped a slash, then hit her. I drove my fist into her breastbone. Something snapped.

She staggered back, looking down. Clawed hands rose to cover the dent in her chest. Air hissed as she tried to breathe in. Miss Crandall’s gaze flicked up at me, her eyes full of furious betrayal.

That’s when I snapped a foot out, hit her again dead center, and pounded her clawed hands back through her rib cage.

Black blood bubbled and steamed from her wounds. It dribbled from her mouth. She wavered, then dropped to her knees. She looked up at Gladiator Jesus, then fell face forward on the ground. Her lizard-flesh melted, taking muscles and organs with it. Her skeleton lay at the heart of a black stain, and what was left of her skin sagged nearby. Whatever had possessed her retreated back into the earth, returning to its ancient realm.

The citizens of Fortress Christianis stared at her remains, then up at me. I crossed my arms over my chest, aping the statue’s posture. Women and children sank to their knees. Some of the men did as well.

Brother Boniface, by contrast, rose from his. “He is a false prophet. Kill him!”

Men, shocked by his vehemence, racked shells into shotgun chambers and drew pistols. They took aim, but before they could fire a single shot, growls emerged from the darkness. Wolves, tens and dozens, came at full run. White fangs flashed. Animals leaped. Guns roared. Some of the beasts spun away, leaking blood, trailing guts, but more came in waves. Men went down screaming, carpeted in snarling fur.

Guns fell silent.

Finished with their primary mission, the surviving wolves herded the women and children into the middle of the settlement.

The Wolf trotted to my side. “You have performed in a most satisfactory manner, Mr. Kies. We will finish things here.”

My eyes, silvery in the moonlight, narrowed. “Leave them alone.”

“They were part of this. They have earned their fate.”

“No, they weren’t.” I shook my head. “If they were, they’d not be cowering, they’d all be things like she was, and your wolves would be dead.”

“Possibly.”

“It’s a certainty.” Facts ordered themselves in my mind and I smiled. “Let me see if I can piece together how this all came to be. The Warriors arrived here years ago, and set up their village. You didn’t care—at least, not enough to wipe them out then. You probably saw them as an ant farm, just something to watch for amusement.

“But then something happened.” I pointed toward the black stain. “Something dwelled here. Something nasty and ancient. Something like you, but somehow trapped in this place. You might have even thought it would destroy them. The settlement endured, but never prospered. That suited you just fine.

“Unfortunately, that reality runs counter to the prosperity Gospel these people grew up believing. For them, the lack of prosperity meant they had to pray harder, to prove themselves worthy. Their God wouldn’t abandon them without reason, and they searched for the reason.”

I stared at the skeleton and tried to reconcile it with my memories of Miss Crandall. “She was a true believer. She probably thought some sin she’d committed was the source of the settlement’s misfortune. Maybe she’d diddled the books for Reverend Roberts. Maybe she had lustful thoughts. So she prayed real hard, and the spirit dwelling here spoke to her, made a bargain with her. Since she knew I’d been part of what destroyed Roberts’ ministry—and maybe her lustful thoughts were of me—her first task was to destroy me. The spirit promised it would deliver me into her hands, and that’s how I became involved.”

“Would your speculation have a point?”

“Getting there. Your problem was that the spirit she’d accepted was gaining power. It protected the settlement, so you couldn’t wipe it out. I appear on the scene, you bring me to this point, and have me destroy your enemy. Now you want to kill these people because you fear they might empower your enemy again.”

The Wolf looked at the cowering villagers. “Now you understand why they will die.”

“That’s not going to happen.” I pointed to the block house. “I’m going up there, I’m calling my people, and we’ll pull them out. After what they lived through, they’re never coming back.”

“We cannot take that chance.”

“You have no choice.”

The Wolf flashed fang. “You dare not challenge us.”

I laughed. “Just as this was a problem of your making, so am I. You needed me to accept magick so I could defeat the spirit of this place. That bell can’t be unrung. See, you and the monster that possessed Miss Crandall, you’re just as much of a construct as any saint or godling or spell. Even though you’re far more ancient, you’re every bit as much of a construct as the Old One. Magick pre-existed you. You didn’t take shape until animals and men needed you and defined you. And you convinced me I didn’t need anyone to tap into magick. I go right to the source. If we have to go to war, it will be bloody and bad, but I like my chances.”

The Wolf stared at me with eyes that opened onto infinity, then lifted his muzzle and howled.

The wolves scattered back into the night. The women and children collapsed into each other, softly sobbing. By the time the echoes of the howl had died and I turned to look back at the Wolf, he had evaporated.

I picked up one of the shotguns and did a quick search of the huts. Rudimentary is a good word. Livable, too. And spartan. Most places had only a handful of books—well-thumbed Bibles and copies of Reverend Roberts’ old work.

Miss Crandall’s home yielded one more book, a journal, which pretty much confirmed what I’d guessed. Not that she recorded any lustful thoughts about me. She’d certainly seen my intervention as the cause of the ministry’s collapse, and the ministry’s failure to exact an eye for an eye as the reason it hadn’t risen again. If I wanted to read between the lines, I could see she’d loved Roberts, and never really came to grips with his death. Her prayers for forgiveness earned answers from what she first thought was a demon, but came to believe was God.

I told the women to gather their dead and prepare them for burial. They set about washing the corpses and sewing them into shrouds. The children returned to their homes, fear and sorrow initiating tears that carved tracks down dirty faces. No one made any moves to gather up guns, and they all left the dead wolves alone.

I went to call for help. I trudged up the footpath to the block house, watching the villagers doing their best to pretend that life was somehow normal. It wouldn’t be, ever again, but I suspected most would be glad to exchange a new normal for the existence they knew now.

Your people adapt well, Longtooth.

I smiled. “Welcome back, Old One.”

Why am I back, Longtooth? His voice rose from the dark den deep within me. You created me. You know you do not need me. I am only a brake on your power.

“That’s why I need you. You are part of me. You’re aggressive, savage, angry and homicidal.”

Your flattery is wasted upon me. I deny you power.

“Which is exactly what I want.” Down below, the black stain stood out. “I don’t want to trust myself with power which comes so easily. I may hate fighting you for it, and stingy you are in giving it to me, but better that than laying waste to a village in a momentary fit of pique.”

I will never make it easy on you, Longtooth.

I brushed fingers over the pendant at my throat. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”


 

 

 

 

Rune’s Avatar Café

 

By Jennifer Brozek

 

Rune remotely watched the beautiful blonde dwarf down shot after shot of her best saké. She shook her head, knowing Eva was just waiting for her.

She threw a silent message over the Café’s internal comm channel to Saladin. He was the ‘Sasha’ on duty at the bar tonight. His AR form looked exactly like Sasha from the classic 2-D movie Casablanca. She didn’t want to ask, but she did anyway: >How long has she been here?

Saladin glanced from Eva towards Rune’s back office. >About two hours. Looks like you hooked another one, Red.

She didn’t respond to the implied leer. Rune sighed, then smoothed her white jacket and lifted her chin. “Better get this over with.” Strolling out of her office towards the far end of the bar, Rune knew she cut an impressive figure; spotless white linen against black skin, high cheekbones, and short, curly hair the color of fresh blood offset by tawny gold eyes. She came by her name—and her reputation—honestly.

Halfway down, Rune stopped and picked up the stack of papers and envelopes—an affectation to go along with the Café’s theme. As she leafed through the various notes, invitations, and requests, she felt Eva glaring daggers into her back, then sensed the lovely dwarf abandon her drink to stalk toward her. 

Saladin followed at a discreet distance; far enough away to pretend privacy, but close enough to be on hand as needed.

Eva stopped within touching distance behind her. “Where were you last night?”

“That was so long ago, I don’t remember.” Rune paused at a note informing her that LongJack, one of the local mercs, would be in this evening to see her.

“Will I see you tonight?”

She ignored the note of desperation in Eva’s voice. “I never make plans that far ahead.”

“Slot it, Rune. Why do I even bother?”

“I don’t know.” Rune paused at a reservation for one Renart Sud and frowned. Suddenly, she didn’t have time to let her latest paramour down easy. “Sasha, call Eva a cab. It’s time for her to go home.”

“But…no!” The dwarf’s startled denial was cut off by Saladin gripping her the arm.

“You know I love you, Eva, but Miss Red pays me. Time to go.” Despite his slender frame, Saladin was far stronger than he looked, and Eva could do nothing but move along with the bartender.

Rune stared at the reservation: Renart Sud and guest for the penthouse suite. No end date mentioned. She wondered why such an infamous trid personality would be in Rabat, and if he was the reason LongJack wanted a word with her. She grimaced. Sometimes, Rune’s Avatar Café was a little too much like its thematic twin. But what else could you expect in Morocco, a country in the middle of a tug of war between the Federation of Islamic States and the Alliance For Allah?

Shrugging, Rune returned to her office and made preparations for the evening that included a heightened awareness and the looming presence of security.

 

 

 

The warm evening called for an elegant gown of antique white. Rune knew wearing the armored Amina was overkill. A lady can never be too careful, she thought as she selected a thin strand of pearls. Besides, I look divine in this dress. She took the time to make sure every part of her appearance was perfectly arranged. Between LongJack and Renart, it was going to be an interesting evening. Best to have all her weapons in place.

The Café was abuzz with activity as she entered the main room. Rune paused to survey her domain. In meat space, it was a pleasant, old-fashioned dinner club. She smiled at the almost full tables. Shifting her vision to AR showed the same room in black and white. Everyone who hadn’t been wearing era appropriate clothing in the real world now wore something that wouldn’t clash with the image she’d built her establishment on. 

A splash of color and light briefly appeared as guests entered the “Members Only” gambling section through heavy velvet curtains. Gambling needed the luxury of color. It wetted the appetite for all of the pleasures available to those who could afford it.

Fatima’s sotto voice came over the comm link. “Miss Red? Captain Belali is here to see you.” 

Rune glanced at the main floor again. Fatima was on ‘Sam’ duty tonight, playing piano to the guests at their whim. There, next to her, was a short, balding, Arabic man with a round face and a benign smile. That smile told Rune all she needed to know. “Seat him at my table.” 

She watched Fatima escort Rabat’s Chief of Police to her table, but didn’t hurry over. Instead, she sauntered through the diners, stopping at each table for a quick pleasantry. Paying customers trumped whatever Belali wanted.

The captain stood as she approached, and held out his hands to her. “Rune, you look splendid as always. Have a drink with me?”

She took his hands briefly, then sat. “You know I don’t drink on the job. But, please, don’t let that stop you. My treat, of course.” 

“Taéngelé, then.” Belali sat back and continued to smile at her. 

Rune quirked a half-smile at him. “What do you want, Captain?”

“Please, call me Hamza. I’ve told you a thousand times.” He tilted his head towards her. “We could have a much less formal arrangement, lovely lady.” Lifting up the glass of Taéngelé as it arrived, he toasted her. “Something far more…intimate.”

“You know I like my women blonde and my men lanky. You, dear Hamza, are neither.” Her smile was gone. “And this is a conversation we’ve had before. It’s unlike you to revisit such matters.”

Belali drank deep of the Tir Tairngire mead. “Well, speaking of lanky and blonde, I hear that you will have a special guest tonight and his lady friend. I believe that he is lanky and she is blonde…” He let the implications hang in the air between them.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” Rune mentally swore in a silent burst of English, Arabic, and Sperethiel.

“Oh, come now. You don’t think I know that Renart is here in Rabat, and has a reservation to stay in your lovely establishment? It is said he is traveling with a lovely blonde elf. She’s been at his side from Nigeria to Turkey to France and, most recently, Spain.” 

Rune watched him watch her as he took another long gulp of his drink. She shrugged. “I’m aware that I have a VIP coming in who has rented the penthouse indefinitely. If it’s, as you say, Renart, then I will treat him like every single one of my VIP guests. This place is safe.” She paused before adding, “I am up-to-date on my payments.”

“Yes, yes. Of course you are, and I’d expect nothing less for such a well connected woman as yourself.” He tapped his fingers on the table in a light pattern that matched Fatima’s playing. “But you would, in deference to our longstanding relationship, let me know as soon as he leaves?”

Forcing herself to relax into a less guarded position, Rune nodded and plastered a polite smile on her face. “Of course. If that is your wish.” She held up her finger. “But, remember, his reservation is ongoing.” She started to say more, but her comm link chimed that Renart had arrived. “And you must forgive me, but my VIP guests are here. I must greet them.” Rune stood. “Please, enjoy your time here. The baccarat tables are open tonight.”

She turned her back on him as he toasted her again. Rune glided through the now crowded room with the smooth ease of long practice. Pausing by a pillar, she took in Renart Sud and his lady friend.

He was a tall, dusky-skinned elf, handsome in an arresting way. His mixed blood heritage gave him the complexion of his Arabic father with the light blue eyes of his French mother. Rune could see why he was the bad boy of the trid reporting world. Impeccably dressed, he spoke with a casual charm that caught everyone at the front desk. Lanky, indeed.

The woman traveling with him was covered from head to toe in an elaborately embroidered abaya and niqab of teal linen and gold thread. It covered every part of her except for her eyes. From this distance, all Rune could see was the heavy makeup that made the woman’s light-colored eyes pop. There was no way to tell if she was blonde, but if she was as attractive as the elf next to her, it was safer for her to travel covered. Morocco did a brisk business in the slave trade. An exotic blonde would garner far more attention than she wanted. 

Rune strode up to the front counter, breaking Walid out of his trance at whatever Renart had been saying. “Excuse me, Mr. Sud. May I introduce you to Miss Rune Red, the owner of this Rune’s Avatar Café and so much more?”

Renart turned his charm on as he smiled, holding out a hand. “So pleased to finally meet you. I’ve heard so much about you, Miss Red.”

“All lies, I assure you,” she said with a laugh.

He sobered. “I sincerely hope not.” Then the charm was back. He gestured to the veiled woman. “This is Elodie, my wife. We’ve had a very long trip.”

Now that Rune could see her more clearly, she knew those eyes—knew them to the bottom of her soul. Shaken, Rune nodded with automatic politeness in the other woman’s direction. She turned her attention back to Renart. “Well, a long trip requires a comfortable room, and you’ve booked the penthouse. Let me see you there personally.” She nodded to the valet, already carrying two bags. “Shall I send for the rest of your things?”

“We’re traveling light. That’s it.” Renart’s voice was sober again. 

“Ah. Then if you will follow me, please.” Rune led the way to the lift as she spoke. “Rune’s Avatar Café has all that you need. The penthouse is on the 6th floor. It has every amenity available. If there’s something you need that we don’t have, we will go get it for you. The main floor is a dinner club, with a gambling establishment in the back. The second floor has the spa. The basement floors are for those who are less enamored of the historical feel of the Café. Below us is Avatars, our underground dance club and bar. As a VIP guest, you have access to all parts of the Café, of course.”

Rune knew she was rambling as they rode the elevator, specifically not looking at Renart’s wife. It was the only way to get her shocked nerves under control. 

As the elevator doors opened, she gestured to the double doors across the hallway. “Here we are. If you wish, I will show you how to set the security for the room so that only authorized people may enter.”

The valet entered the suite’s parlor after Renart and his wife. The parlor was adorned in rich brocades and silks of red and yellow, and accented in a deep blue. Three leather chairs sat around a low table of real mahogany wood. A matching leather couch sat opposite them. The accompanying end tables were made of filigreed wood depicting veiled dancing women. Every vase and painting was an antique. The far sitting room wall was a floor-to-ceiling window with a balcony overlooking Rabat. Even the Persian accent rugs that led down the small hallway were of the highest quality. Through short hallway, open doors revealed the opulence of the other two rooms. One doorway opened to the washroom, gleaming with gold, green, and blue. The other doorway revealed the large bedroom in blue and gold with small red accents. 

Renart glanced down the small hallway and into the two open doors. He nodded to his wife before walking over to look out the windows. Elodie disappeared into the washroom. Rune frowned as Renart’s posture took on the stiffness of an act. Smoothing her face into an expressionless mask, she tilted her head at the valet.

One look at Rune’s face and the valet set the luggage down, then disappeared without waiting for his tip. Renart glanced at the security features around the suite and the security panel in the main sitting area before turning to Rune and giving her his full attention. “I’m familiar with this setup. I think I can manage.” 

Rune noticed his smiled seemed strained now that they were out of the public eye. “If there is anything you need, please don’t hesitate to call.” She stepped back towards the exit, thinking Renart was more tired than he let on, while trying to convince herself that Elodie couldn’t be who she thought she was.

He shifted from one foot to the other. “Yes, well. Elodie told me much about you. Perhaps, the two of you could catch up with one another?”

Rune frowned and cocked her head to one side, not understanding. Movement at the bathroom door caught her eye. There, standing with the light haloing her blonde hair, stood the most beautiful elven woman she’d ever seen—and a lost piece of Rune’s past.

“Zarya,” Rune whispered in a prayer of hope and disbelief.

“Hello, Makeda.”

 

 

 

Rune sat behind her desk, glaring at nothing. “You stupid slitch. How could you run like that?” She put her head in her hands. She knew exactly how and why Zarya had done what she did. The shock had been designed to knock her off her game, and to make her at least listen to what she and her husband had to say.

Her husband! That woman could always get to her. Rune’s cheeks flushed hot as the brief conversation looped itself through her memory.

“We need your help.”

“I’m sure the kitchen will have everything you need.”

“Makeda…”

“I have an appointment. Excuse me.”

Then she’d run for the back hallway stairs, not bothering to wait for the lift. To wait would’ve been a mistake. It would’ve meant more talk, more embarrassment, more of everything she didn’t want. At least she’d found her composure by the time she’d had to walk through the main floor with a smile chiseled into her face.

Saladin knew something was wrong, though. He’d waited five minutes before knocking on her office door and offering her a glass of real whiskey. He paused long enough for her to tell him she was unavailable tonight except for her established meeting with LongJack. 

The whiskey sat untouched in front of her. Just the smell of it was enough to bring back the memories of Belgium, and a run gone wrong…

 

…Makeda set the injured elf mage on the ground. The culvert wasn’t a very good hiding place, but it was large enough and dry. It would have to do.

She touched Zarya’s face. “Zar, wake up. You’ve got to heal yourself. Please…”

 

It had taken hours for Zarya to wake from her fatigue and injuries. That was the first time she’d kissed Makeda. An unwilling smile graced Rune’s lips as she touched them in memory. From there, it had been weeks of running, hiding, loving. Rune closed her eyes, letting the memories cascade over her. 

 

…Mingled hands and glances in the shadows of the Norbertine Abbey…

…Bodies entwined in the hayloft of an abandoned barn…

…A fleeting kiss before the two of them ran for their lives…

…The first night spent in a bed together in the Chateau de Mons…

 

Her comm link came to life. Saladin sounded frustrated.“I’m sorry, Red. I’ve got an elf here who insists she needs to see you now. That you know her.”

Rune growled at him. “Send her away. I don’t want to talk to her.”

“I’ve tried. She’s sworn she will sit where she is until you see her.”

“Dare I ask?”

“On the floor, outside your office.”

She rubbed her temples as she stood. “We’ll talk later about how she got that far in the first place. I’ll get her.” Opening her office door, Elodie was already standing.

Rune swallowed her heart and emotions as she gestured the lithe elf in. “Still as stubborn as ever I see.”

“It’s the only way I know how to be.” Elodie entered and sat in the chair across from Rune’s desk. “Makeda—”

“No.” Rune shook her head. “You don’t get to call me that. Makeda is long gone. She left when she thought you died in that explosion. I’m Rune. Miss Red to you. And you are Miss Sud to me.”

“I’m sorry—”

“Sorry’s not good enough. I looked for your body, for any sign of you for months. I couldn’t find anything. I had no choice but to think you were dead. Makeda died when I left Belgium.”

Elodie grimaced, then nodded. She bit her lip. “Well then, Miss Red, I need to do business with you.”

Rune took her seat behind her desk again. “What may I do for you?”

“Renart and I need to leave Morocco as soon as possible. There’s a price on our heads.” Elodie clasped her hands together. “It’s bad this time.”

“I’m sorry for you, but why come to me?” Rune shook her head. “I run a hotel and entertainment complex. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

Elodie’s gaze narrowed. “I’m not some slot off the street. Everyone who knows anything knows if you need something in a hurry, Rune’s Avatar Café is where you go.”

Rune shook her head again. “Don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but—”

“I can pay.” Elodie dropped an ebony credstick on the desk. “Please.”

The color of the credstick stopped Rune’s rejection in her throat. “Hoi, chummer… Maybe you need to tell me who or what you’re running from.” Now her eyes narrowed. “What did you bring down on my place?”

“Short version? Every merc unit from here to the border, the police, and every loyal Alliance and Federation member. It’s in your best interest to help us.” Elodie raised a slender hand. “Renart has some information on—” 

Rune shook her head. “No. Don’t tell me. The less I know, the better. He’s got paydata that’s enough to kill for, I’m sure.” She pressed her lips together in a thin line, considering the amount of nuyen that could be on the ebony credstick.

Elodie nodded. “We need to get to either Denver or Seattle as soon as possible.”

“Not Tir Na nÓg? It’s closer.”

“No. There are problems there. Tir Tairngire would be better, but Denver or Seattle would be easier. I’m not kidding, there’s multiple black market bounties on our heads.”

Rune stood and paced around the room for several silent rotations. If nothing else, Elodie was right. She needed the Suds out of her establishment, or it was going to become a smoking crater. But probably not in the way Elodie wanted. “Why isn’t he hiding? Why did you come here?”

“He was. Then he wasn’t because…because I told him you would be able to fix things.”

“You were wrong.” Rune put her hand on the doorknob. “I can’t help you. Things have changed. I’m not the woman you remember.”

Elodie picked up the ebony credstick, but didn’t put it away. “Yes, you are. I know you still are.”

There was a knock on the door.

Rune signaled Elodie to stay silent. “What?”

“It’s Fatima. LongJack is waiting for you at your table.”

Rune closed her eyes briefly. “Dammit.” She opened the door and pulled a startled Fatima into the room. She gestured at Elodie. “Take her through the back way to the penthouse. Don’t let anyone see you. Double security. Who’s on shoot duty?”

Fatima’s surprise shifted into the non-expression of all business. “Schism’s in the nest and Bishop’s on lead. I’ll get it done. Do we need to lock it down?”

Rune shook her head. “Just the penthouse. Things are going to be hot for a while.”

Elodie stepped up to Rune and pushed the ebony credstick in her hands. “You can help us. Please. We’re dead without you. Fix this.” Then she stepped out of the office and into the hallway, waiting for Fatima there.

Rune nodded at Fatima’s quizzical look. “You’ve got your orders. Also, have beef soycakes and a bottle of Hurlg sent to my table.”

After the two of them left, Rune looked down at the credstick in her hands. I can’t do this. I can’t give up everything I’ve made here. I’m going to have to tell the Mister himself that they came to the wrong girl. Shoving the credstick into a hidden pocket, she took a quick look in the mirror, deemed herself presentable, and put on her usual saunter. 

LongJack already had a mug of the dark, thick ale in hand. He looked like the typical bruiser ork, but Rune knew better. Behind the tusks and skin the color of dying moss lay a keen mind. LongJack was the best decker she knew—white hat, black hat, and merc alike. He was also in charge of the Afzalat, the most powerful merc unit in Rabat. Rumor had it that while he and his people could be bought by the highest bidder, they preferred to be hired by the Alliance.

Rune put on a wide smile as she approached the table. LongJack stood and nodded. “Rune. A pleasure. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.” 

“You are always welcome here.” She watched him sit after she’d taken her seat. No smile. Stiff posture. This was business, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. 

The ork nodded. “I know. But…” He pulled himself together and gazed at her. “You have people here that cannot be here. I’ve come in person to ask that you remove them from your place.”

She shook her head, frowning. “I’m not sure what you mean.” They were silent for the moment it took for the beef soycakes, a house specialty, to arrive. “I’m afraid I need a little bit more information.”

“We know that Renart Sud is here. There’s a bounty on his head. I’m sure you are aware.” He pushed on as she watched him. “I am getting much pressure from my superiors to acquire this man. He has crossed lines he should not have crossed.”

“Rune’s Avatar Café is a safe place for everyone. I pay a lot of money to make sure this is so.”

“I know. It’s why I’m asking you to tell Renart he is no longer welcome. I don’t care about the woman. But Renart needs to go. What happens to him afterwards is my business.”

“Someone’s trying to hack our system.” Walid’s voice chirped over her comm link. “They’re good, but we’re better.”’

“Acknowledged,” Rune said sotto voce. Her smile turned brittle. “If you want your hacker to survive, tell them to withdraw now. We will kill to protect our own.”

LongJack gave her a half-smile and a nod. “We had to try.”

“No. You didn’t. Not in my place. Don’t ever mess with me again.” Rune stood. “This place is safe for everyone—remember that.”

LongJack stood and gripped her arm to keep her from leaving. “Don’t be so sure of that.” He nodded to the main entryway, where Captain Belali and two uniformed police officers stood. 

“What are you doing?” Rune’s stomach dropped in fear as she jerked her arm out of LongJack’s grasp.

“Showing you just how important this is.”

As Rune watched, the two officers walked to a table indicated by the Captain. They leaned over, speaking quietly to the man eating alone there, then picked him up bodily, slapped cuffs on him as he started struggle, and tazed him when he wouldn’t calm down. The officers carried the unconscious man out of the Café.

Captain Belali walked over to her and removed his hat. “My most sincere apologies, Miss Red. That man was a wanted criminal. Very dangerous. You know how much I dislike interrupting the course of your business, but when duty calls, what can you do?” He gave her an apologetic smile and half bow before following his men out.

LongJack kept his voice low. “You have twenty-four hours to turn Renart out. After that, we will come in and get him. No one will stop us.”

“We will stop you.” Rune felt the rush of rage flush her cheeks. “With deadly force.”

He nodded. “I know. I am sorry for the damage we will do to the Café. I really do like this place.” He straightened. “Twenty-four hours.”

Rune watched him leave, her stomach in knots. If she wanted to protect what was hers, she was going to have to do something she did not want to do. She hated being pushed, and she was getting it from all sides. There was only one thing to do now.

 

 

 

“Please! You can’t do this to us. Rune, please.” 

Rune ignored Elodie’s plea as she escorted Renart and Elodie to the front desk. She gestured to the valet to take their bags. “I’m sorry it has come to this, Mr. Sud. Your credstick was found to be a forgery. I understand this isn’t your fault but as you cannot pay, you and your wife cannot stay. You understand.”

Elodie, once again dressed in her teal and gold abaya and niqab, whirled on Rune, stepping between her and Renart. “We trusted you.”

“You should’ve found a better banker.” Rune kept her voice mild. She shot out a hand and caught Elodie’s wrist before the furious woman slapped her. “Don’t press your luck.”

Walid coughed into his fist. “Pardon me. Your car has arrived.”

Renart gently removed Rune’s hand from Elodie’s wrist and pulled his wife to his side. “She’s doing what she needs to do, Elodie. I understand it all too well. We will make do.” He escorted his wife outside to the car without looking back. 

Rune shook her head and walked to the bar. “Whiskey, Sasha. Make it a double.” She took the glass of amber liquor and warmed it between her palms. 

“That was faster than I expected you to move. I expected them to still be here in the morning.”

She scowled into her drink before tossing it back in two long swallows. Then she turned to face Belali. “I wasn’t given a choice. I didn’t want another example or a firefight in my place.”

The police captain had his hat in his hand, and glanced at the floor for a moment before looking up again. “I wasn’t given much of a choice either. My orders came from above.” He leaned forward to take one of her hands in his and press a credstick into it. “I’ve been asked to give you this from LongJack. Since you did what he asked, he thought you should be paid for your effort.”

She glanced down at the silver credstick before making it disappear. “The Café is safe, but my reputation is in ruins, I’m sure. This might cover what I’m going to lose in business.”

Belali straightened. “Business is business, and that is all this was. People will forget in time.” He shrugged. “Such is the price of doing business in Rabat.”

“What will happen now?” Rune gazed over the emptier than usual main dining hall. 

“Oh, well. My people will keep watch on Mr. Sud and his lovely bride. We will know where they are at all times. LongJack will call me. I will tell him what I know. I will be paid. And then…” He shrugged again, looking away. “I suspect that Renart Sud and his wife will no longer be wanted by the powers that be.”

 She shook her head. “You’re a piece of work.”

“We all do what we need to do to survive.” He bowed his head to her. “And now, duty calls.”

Rune returned to her office, keeping her gait steady and her face neutral. When she was safely behind closed doors, she paused long enough to take a steadying breath but didn’t stop. Walking to the back part of her office, she opened a hidden door and stepped inside a very small elevator. 

Waiting for her at the bottom was Fatima. “All is well?”

Rune nodded. “As well as can be. At least Belali took the bait. You?”

“No problem. Oded owed me a favor. He got me two stage kits in short order. They’re being coached now.” 

The two of them walked through the hidden passageways underneath Avatars and the Café until they reached one of the safe havens. There, two human men—both redheads—were being coached how to speak, hold themselves, and walk by Saladin. Rune watched for a long couple of minutes before she nodded. “Renart. Elodie.”

Only one of the men twitched in her direction, then stopped and made an attempt to cover his mistake by studying his nails.

“Not bad. Which one are you?”

The man who had twitched hung his head. “Renart.”

Rune nodded. “You’ll need to do better if you want to survive.”

“I know.”

“What happens now?” Elodie, the shorter of the two men, asked. 

“Now, we hand you over to the team I’ve hired who will get you to where you’re going. I’ll pay them half upfront, and half after one of you contacts me. Then the two of you will be on your own. Remember, those nanopoly masks will only last twenty-four hours. That’s all your money gets you.”

“What do you get out of this?”

Rune gazed at her, looking for the woman behind the mask. She couldn’t see Elodie’s delicate elven features at all. “Besides my nuyen? The knowledge that both of you owe me. I suspect favors from you two will come in handy in the future. Also, I know where you are and how you got there. That’s enough for me this time around.”

“Thank you for doing this for me.”

Rune shook her head. “I’m not doing it for you. This isn’t some old-time romantic movie. I’m doing it for me.”

Elodie looked away, then returned to Saladin and Renart.

“We’ll always have Belgium.” Rune murmured, smiling a soft, sad smile as she turned to Fatima. “Is the team here?”

“Yes. Waiting in the garage.” Fatima glanced at Saladin. “He got them fake SINs that match their masks.”

“What about their regular gear?”

“Silent mode or stored.”

Saladin lifted his head and called. “We’re ready here.”

Rune straightened her shoulders. “Time to fix things for everyone.”

 

 

 

Rune sat at the bar of the closed dining hall. Avatars, below them, was still going strong, but the Café always shut down at 0200, and all diners were out of the hall by 0300. She stared at the empty place.

“Can I get you anything?” 

Saladin and Fatima had returned with her to the dining hall to make sure everything was set for tomorrow. Rune knew it was because they thought she needed babysitting. Maybe she did. “Double whiskey. Real. Not colored water.”

“You want me to play something for you?” Fatima brought her music deck over to the bar.

Rune smiled. “Yeah. Something sad and sweet. But not The Song.”

“I can manage that.” Fatima let her fingers dance over the keyboard in a modern ballad.

“What are we going to do when they discover the fake Renart and Elodie?” Saladin slid a glass of real alcohol to her.

“Nothing. The runners I hired know nothing of the other team. They thought Renart and Elodie hired them to cover for the ‘forged credstick,’ but were too young, dumb, or desperate to check the credsticks they received during the deal.”

“It wasn’t forged, was it?”

Rune shook her head. “Of course not. So, either they’ll escape or they won’t. If they do, they do—and a job well done. I might use them in the future. If they don’t, they’ll tell the truth or die.”

“And we’re still in the clear, either way.” Saladin nodded. 

“Speaking of which, everyone involved gets a bonus. LongJack paid for my acquiescence. I figured I should share the bounty.”

Fatima and Saladin grinned at each other. “I hope he never finds out.”

“Such is the price of doing business in Morocco.” Rune raised her glass to her employees and friends. “Here’s looking at you, kid.”


 

 

 

 

Sweating Bullets

 

By Chris A. Jackson

 

Act I

Caribbean Heat

 

I snapped awake, stopping my reflexive strike an inch before my fingertips pierced the flight attendant’s eyes. He blinked, the color draining from his face.

I brushed his hand off my shoulder. “Don’t do that.”

“L-Landing in ten minutes, ma’am. Please put your seat upright.” The attendant hurried forward.

“I think you scared a little pee out of him, Tiya.” Hennesy chuckled as his plush leather seat inclined to the upright position.

I brought my seat up. “I’ll apologize later.” I didn’t mean to scare the poor guy. He was cute in a clueless, lost puppy sort of way.

I don’t generally sleep when I’m on the job, even when I know my mark is safe, but the seats of a first-class Learjet 95 are more comfortable than a gutter, and I’ve slept in a few of those, even when I wasn’t safe.

Out the window, Grand Cayman’s Seven Mile Beach swept past, hundred-story luxury hotels lined up like dominoes waiting for a cat-five to knock them down. Unfortunately, we weren’t here for the beach. Grand Cayman is one of the offshore banking capitals of the world. The Draco Foundation runs the island, and they greet corporate investors with open arms.

Hennesy shifted in his seat, rattling the chain linking his wrist to his briefcase. I had one exactly like it. His carried an encrypted credstick loaded with a month’s worth of NeoNET’s off-the-books profits. Mine carried something else entirely. He was the courier, and I was the muscle, but nobody looking at us could tell that. We were both dressed in class-A suits, tailored and spotless, and we both had jacks in our temples, though his was a datajack, while mine was a skillwire.
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