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      The run had gone quite smoothly until the cops arrived.
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      The backpack was bulky as well as heavy, but Toro was tall and broad-shouldered, even for a troll, and as strong as a cyclops. His allergies prevented him enhancing his powerful physique with cyberware, but his appearance was intimidating enough without it and had mostly served him well since his days as a shakedown artist in Seattle’s Bloody Screamers before he’d moved to Texas.

      He followed Lance and Alcina along enough corridors and around enough corners to confuse a minotaur. He watched Lance pick the few locks that the decker, Lord Logic, hadn’t disabled remotely, sometimes with help from Alcina’s telekinesis spells. Finally, Lance opened a door and announced, “This is it.”

      Toro unslung the backpack and placed it carefully on the floor. He was dyslexic and barely literate, and didn’t know what the colorful tanks he’d been carrying contained, but he knew better than to disrespect them. Lance assembled the chemical laser, plugged it into the hoses connected to the tanks, set it up on the tripod, and spent a moment aligning it to point at a particular point on the vault door. “Masks,” he said a moment later.

      Toro reached into the backpack and removed three filter masks, one of them specially modified to fit his huge skull without having to go over the horns.

      “You see in infrared, don’t you?” Lance said before donning his mask.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “The beam’s barely visible for us, but you may want to cover your eyes.” He glanced at Alcina, who was looking around the room in astral in case there were any magical traps  they hadn’t been warned about. She adjusted her mask and gave him a thumbs-up. Lance nodded, and pressed a button on his commlink. The laser bored a tiny hole through the vault door, and Lord Logic cranked up the air conditioning to clear the toxic smoke from the room and pump in cool, breathable air. “Okay,” he said. “You want to do the honors, muscles?”

      “Huh?”

      “Open the door. If my measurements were correct, I just knocked out the last of the locks we couldn’t break remotely. Just turn the wheel.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Toro touched the handle gingerly at first, but it was only slightly warm, and the vault door swung open easily. He stepped out of the way to allow Lance and Alcina in to examine the trays of gems stored inside.

      Lance grinned. “Am I good, or am I good?”

      “You’re a genius,” Alcina replied flatly as she removed her mask. She picked up a large diamond and studied it. “Beautiful—and unspoiled. Good enough for telesma.”

      “No magic tricks,” Lance warned her. “The fence wants all of it. You’ll get your cut.”

      “Sure,” Alcina replied as Lance picked up a tray and dumped the gems into a large cloth drawstring bag.

      “How much’s all that worth?” Toro asked.

      “You’ll get paid, too,” said Lance. “Don’t worry about that.” He picked the safe clean, then he sealed the bag of stones and dropped it into the now-empty backpack, then disconnected the laser from the chemical tanks and slid it back into the pack.

      “What about the tanks?”

      “Empty, and untraceable. But this laser’s an expensive piece of precision equipment. I’m not leaving it here.”

      “Uh-huh.” Toro shouldered the backpack again and adjusted the straps. It weighed noticeably less, and was much less lumpy.

      “Right. Slot and run.” Lance led the way back through the maze, and they’d almost reached the exit when Alcina stopped, stiffened, and grabbed Lance’s shoulder.

      “Did you hear that?” she murmured.

      Lance glanced at her, then the grin he’d worn since the vault door swung open seemed to evaporate. “Lodge?” he sub-vocalized into his throat mic.

      Toro didn’t hear the decker’s reply, but he saw the blood drain from Lance’s face. “What?” he asked, as quietly as he could.

      “Cops,” Lance spat. “Lodge took care of the cameras, but we must have tripped a silent alarm. They’re talking to the security mooks now.”

      “What do we do?” Toro asked.

      “Lodge? Is there another exit we can use?” He was silent while he listened to the reply, then swore softly. “What about the car? Oh, good.” He took a step toward an office door and opened it. “We hide in here,” he said, and tapped his throat mic. “Kill the cameras—yeah, all of them. And the lights, if you can. Right.”

      Toro and Alcina followed him into the room and positioned themselves so they couldn’t be seen through the glass partition while Lance locked the door. The lights in the corridor switched off, and less than a minute later, they saw the beam of a small flashlight as one of the security guards hurried toward them. Toro wanted to ask Lance if he, or Lord Logic, had a plan, but he stayed silent even after the guard had passed.

      The three runners waited, scarcely even daring to breathe, until they saw more lights heading back the same way. Lance stayed hidden until the lights faded away and the guards had time to walk around the corner, then dropped to his belly and crawled over to where Alcina was crouching behind the desk. Toro couldn’t hear everything Lance said, but he caught the word “astral,” and quietly exhaled.

      Alcina opened her eyes again a minute later, and Lance beckoned to Toro to come close enough to hear what she said. “They’ve reached the vault.”

      “Fuck,” said Lance. “That means more cops. SWAT or the Brute Squad. Nearest station’s only three minutes away. Lodge, can we get to the door?”

      “One cop’s still there,” said Alcina. “Inside.”

      “Other exits?”

      “Too far, and the guards⁠—”

      “Right. We’ll have to take out the cop at the door.” Lance donned his mask, which covered his mouth and nose, but not his prominent chin. “Sleep spells and stun rounds, all right?”

      Toro nodded and drew his Roomsweeper, leaving his Browning Ultra-Power in its holster. Lance walked to the door and listened for a moment, keeping his head below the level of the window in case anyone was watching, then opened it and led the way toward the foyer, stealthily at first, until they rounded the corner and he charged, his Steyr machine-pistol at the ready.

      The cop standing behind the security door turned, sweeping the tactical light on her pistol across the corridor. She hesitated before choosing a target, and was still yelling, “Stop! Police!” when Toro fired his Roomsweeper. The gel round caught her in the shoulder, knocking her off balance, but she shot twice as she stumbled back into the shatterproof glass door. A bullet smacked into Toro’s thigh just below the bottom of his armor jacket. His leg buckled, and he staggered and fell forward, almost crashing into Alcina.

      Without waiting for Alcina to cast a stunbolt, Lance fired a burst from his Steyr, hitting the cop in the chest, the throat, and the head. An armor-piercing round punched through her visor to hit her just above the eye, and she fell to the floor.

      Toro tried to stand, but his right leg wouldn’t cooperate. Lance looked down at the motionless cop, then at the bleeding troll. “Can you run?”

      “I…don’t think so.”

      Lance nodded, pointed his gun at Toro’s head, and fired a burst at point-blank range into his face.
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      8-ball hated commercial flights.

      It wasn’t just that the seats seemed designed to comfortably accommodate no species of metahuman larger than a gnome who could easily detach their cyberlegs: he was roughly average height for a dwarf and stocky, but not fat. It wasn’t just the confined air laced with the smells of Halberd body spray and the incontinent infants three rows in front of him, or the noise of the children he suspected had been hired by the airline to be as annoying as possible so people would pay the extra cost to fly in business class, or even the ork snoozing next to him who kept sliding to the right until she was drooling onto 8-ball’s bald head: the military transports he’d flown on when he was younger hadn’t smelled much better, especially when they were also carrying coffins.

      The worst thing, as far as he was concerned, was having to be completely unarmed for the hours it took to get through two airports and the intervening flight. He felt barely half-dressed.

      The customs and immigration official at Dallas Fort Worth was slightly more polite than the TSA goons at Sea-Tac, despite 8-ball’s dark skin, but she was just as thorough. Fortunately, because 8-ball’s right retina and all his fingers were still original issue, he didn’t have to undergo any of the more invasive procedures they used to confirm the identities of the heavily wired.

      “No checked luggage?” the human woman asked, looking down at him as he lifted his ballistic fabric daypack onto the counter between them

      “No,” he replied, even more relieved that his fake SIN passed muster than he was to be off the plane.

      “First time in Texas?”

      “Yes.” He’d been to New Orleans for Mardi Gras once, but had never run the shadows in the CAS, so there was no reason for Lone Star or the Dallas PD to be looking for him.

      “Length of stay?”

      As short as possible, I hope, he thought, but said, “Not sure. Probably only a day or two.”

      “Reason for visit?”

      “Seeing an old friend.”

      The woman nodded. Finding nothing in the daypack that was illegal in Texas, she handed it back to him with, “Y’all have a nice trip.”

      “Thanks.” He headed through the lobby, pausing briefly outside the bulletproof window of a gun shop to admire their stock before spotting a car rental counter. He knew Texans liked to be well-armed, particularly since Aztlan had expanded north and annexed southern Austin. He hired a Funone, modified for his short legs in case he wanted to drive it on manual, told the autopilot to take him to the North Tower Detention Center, and closed his eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The search at the jail was even more thorough and less polite than the one at Sea-Tac, but eventually they ushered him into an interview room that smelled of disinfectant and despair, where a huge troll was sitting behind bulletproof glass. His face was heavily bandaged and bruised, suggesting that he’d received medical care, but no magical healing.

      8-ball picked up the old-fashioned handset and waited.

      “Thanks for coming, Ball,” said Toro, sadly but sincerely. “They give you any trouble?”

      8-ball shrugged. “Nothing serious. What do you need?”

      “D’you know why I’m in here?”

      “I heard you shot a cop. And got caught.”

      “Yeah, nah. And yeah. I mean, yeah, I got caught, but I didn’t shoot any cops, not really. That was one of my crew, but the cop died, and since it was in commission of a felony…well…you know how Texans love their executions. At least they’ll let me have a firin’ squad. My old man always said I’d end up going that way. And my cell’s better than gen pop. ’Bout the same size as my old room.”

      8-ball nodded; he was staying in the flophouse where Toro had lived before his arrest, in a cubicle as small and spartan as a pup tent, in the hope of getting information from some of Toro’s neighbors. The building was a hastily and cheaply constructed eyesore in Garland, one of Dallas’s poorer suburbs, with no air conditioning.

      “Bunk’s even smaller, though, and food’s just as bad, and the soykaf is shit,” Toro continued, and sighed. “My lawyer says if I’m convicted she’ll lodge an appeal with the governor, but that’s just to buy a little time. Governor’ll say no. S’an election year, after all.”

      8-ball didn’t know much about Texan politics, but he nodded. “What if they can catch the others?”

      “Governor might commute the sentence, but no promises. Lawyer says there’s a chance I’ll get out one day, if they find the stones, but I wouldn’t place any bets. Either I get out of here in a cardboard box, or Lone Star deports me back to Seattle and another cell there.” He brightened briefly. “Unless the statute of limitations ran out. Been a while since I been back home. Don’t worry, even if they’re listening in, I’m not gonna say anythin’ that’ll get you in the shit. Did you hear how they caught me?”

      “No.”

      “The cop shot me in the leg, so I couldn’t keep up with the others when they ran. So Freddy Lance killed her, then shot me so I couldn’t talk. Woulda killed me too, if my skull wasn’t so thick.”

      “Well, it’s not as though it was protecting much in the way of brains.”

      “Fair point,” Toro admitted with a small smile. He’d always relied on his size and strength, and tended to let others, including 8-ball, do the thinking for him. 8-ball’s education hadn’t been much better, but he was streetwise, and not easily fooled. “If the bullet had hit a little lower, it woulda gone through my eye, and mighta taken me out. The doctor here said I was lucky to be alive.” He snorted. “My usual sorta luck, right?”

      8-ball shrugged. “Yeah.”

      “But Freddy musta thought he killed me, because that’s the last thing I remember before they revived me in the hospital.”

      “Him and the others got away?”

      “Yeah. With all the loot. A million nuyen plus worth of gem quality stones—and the mill was what the fence was offerin’, so I guess it musta been at least twice that. I wasn’t expectin’ an equal cut, but a hundred thou for one night’s work wasn’t something I was gonna turn down. Enough to put my kid through school with some left over.”

      8-ball nodded again.

      “But by the time I came around, they’d all left town,” Toro continued. ”Still no sign of the fuckers, last I heard. I mean, the cops know it wasn’t just me. There was no rocks, no gun ’cept mine and the cop’s, no laser, and they know there was a decker and a driver.”

      “And you don’t know where they went?”

      “I don’t even know who most of ’em were! I never even met the decker, who musta set the whole thing up—just the mage, the rigger, and the safecracker. The decker only ever talked to the safecracker.”

      “Names?”

      “Only street names, like I told the cops. Blue Streak was the rigger. The decker called himself Lodge, short for Lord Logic. The safecracker was Freddy Lance, and the mage was Alcina. Ever heard of any of them?”

      “Don’t think so. Do you know who their fixer was? Or the fence?”

      “Alcina’s fixer was the same as mine. Dunno about the fence or the others.”

      “Uh-huh. What can you tell me about the four of them? Not just the safecracker. Appearance, accents, anything like that.”

      “Aw, shit, Ball, Alcina, the mage, was the only one I ever worked with before. The others, I only met that one time.”

      “Okay, what did she look like? Human? Elf? Ork? White? Black?”

      “Alcina was…probably white. Tejano, maybe, but light enough to pass. Mostly Anglo, anyway. I don’t know if she was human or elf, always wore her hair long, I never saw her ears that I remember. Blue Streak was a fuckin’ elf, though. Redhead, some funny accent I couldn’t place.”

      “Let’s stay with Alcina for a while. Height?”

      “Ahh…” He waved his hand, palm-down, near the bottom of his sternum. 8-ball estimated that put her between 170 and 180 centimeters tall—a little short for an elf, slightly taller than usual for a human woman.

      “Thin? Fat?”

      “Neither. I mean, when I worked with her, she always wore armor jackets, pants, usually gloves. I only ever saw her face.”

      8-ball nodded. He’d seen too many young mages who turned up for runs in crop tops and booty shorts, or a low-cut fluorescent red Tres Chic outfit, under the assumption that fashion sense and cleavage made them as bulletproof as the heroes in shadowrun trideo games. He firmly believed that unless they needed to disguise themselves for a job, shadowrunners who planned to survive in meatspace wore armored electrochromic clothing. With pockets. Preferably lots of pockets. “Hair?”

      “Long. I already said.”

      “I mean, what color?”

      “Oh. Dark brown, almost black.”

      “Age?”

      “Shit, I don’t know. Maybe thirty if she’s human, older if she’s an elf. I’m not an expert on humans or elves.”

      “Anything else you remember?”

      “I’d know her if I saw her again. Least, I think I would, if she wasn’t using some sorta glamor. I’d know Freddy, though. He had a big chin like a cartoon character.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Nah, everything else was on the small side. He’s ’bout the same height as Alcina, maybe a hair shorter and a bit skinnier. Human. Anglo, and paler than the others, almost like he was allergic to daylight. Sandy hair, mullet, no beard, but an ugly little mustache. No obvious cyberware, though I think his eyes…no designer label or nothing, but I don’t think they were natural. Maybe his hearing was boosted, maybe his reflexes, but I don’t think so—I was faster on the draw than he was. I didn’t notice anything else.”

      8-ball nodded. “Accent?”

      “Texan. Maybe he was putting it on a bit, but I don’t think so. But I only met him twice.”

      “Where was the meet?”

      “A chop shop somewhere. First time, they picked me up from a monorail station for the rehearsal. Second time, it was from outside that samurai museum in Harwood.”

      “A samurai museum? In Dallas?”

      “Yeah. You never heard of it? They got some beautiful stuff.” Toro’s aesthetic sense was limited, but like 8-ball, he did appreciate well-made weapons and armor.

      “No, I’ll have to visit it while I’m here. Same chop shop each time?”

      “Yeah. Never saw the outside—rode in the back of a van, no windows—but I think it was somewhere in Somervell. That’s what I told the cops, and maybe they checked it out, but I don’t know, and I can’t think of nothin’ else to tell you. Look, I know there’s fuck-all you can to do help me get outta here alive, but I did my job, and I want Patty and the kids to get the nuyen. Okay?”

      8-ball nodded. Toro’s ex-wife, Beef Patty, was also an old friend, a part-time shadowrunner and occasional accomplice. The three of them had all spent a lot of time over the past four decades at the Crypt, a squat in Seattle’s Barrens. “I’ll ask around, see if I can find out more about them—but what do you want me to do after that?”

      “I want my fuckin’ share. I was promised a hundred thou if we got the loot, and we did. I want it to go to Patty and the kid. That’s all, really… but if someone can tell the cops where to find the asshole who actually killed the cop, that’d be cool, too.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can. I promise.”

      “I know it won’t make a lot of difference. My lawyer’s trying to make a deal: I plead guilty to the robbery and shooting the cop with a stun round if they take the death penalty off the table, but they’re holding out for a conspiracy charge, so I’ll probably still get shot. But if I know Freddy Lance didn’t get away with being a trigger-happy fuck, I’ll die a lot happier. Fuck, I’ll go to it smilin’.” He blew his nose on an oversized tissue, then half-heartedly tried to wipe his septum piercing clean. “There was no fuckin’ reason to shoot the cop. I’d already hit her with a gel round, I’ve admitted to that, and I was waiting for Alcina to hit ’em with a stun spell, the cop wasn’t gonna be a problem—but she saw our faces, and I guess Freddy didn’t want any witnesses.”

      So the cops know Freddy, 8-ball thought. Maybe not by that name, but maybe they would have recognized his face. “Can you tell me anything more about him? Don’t suppose you got a photo—oh, right. Sorry.” He’d forgotten Toro’s allergy to cyberware.

      “Wish I did. Really thought his ugly mug was gonna be the last thing I saw.”

      “Anything else you can tell me about any of them?”

      “Sorry, no. If I remember anything else, I’ll ask my lawyer to call you. Have you seen Patty or Charlie lately? How’re they doing?”

      “I saw Patty last month, but not the kid, not for ages. Patty’s mostly going straight, driving trucks, and she keeps the kid away from the Crypt.”

      “Smart,” said Toro sadly. “I was mostly goin’ straight, too, but I thought, a hundred thou, I could finally pay all that child support I owed and maybe have enough left over for a decent car and to move to a better grade of shithole than the one I lived in. But I’m glad she’s keeping Charlie away from the Crypt. We wouldn’t want her turning out like her dad, would we? That’d really suck.”
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      The lawyer the public defender’s office had assigned to Toro’s case, Ximena Ortiz, was a plump elf who looked alarmingly young to 8-ball’s 48-year-old all-natural eye, and even to the new one. She parked next to his hired Funone outside the Dallas County Courthouse, and looked at him skeptically without getting out of the car. “You’re Mr. Navarro’s brother?”

      “He’s adopted,” said 8-ball, wondering how much was safe to tell the lawyer, even if she was supposed to be on Toro’s side. “I’m the only family Tom has, apart from his ex-wife and his kids, who couldn’t be here. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Uh-huh. I only have a minute.”

      “From the sound of it, so does he.”

      “A cop, a young mother, was gunned down in the course of a multi-million nuyen robbery,” Ortiz reminded him. “Even if your brother didn’t pull the trigger⁠—”

      “—which he didn’t⁠—”

      “—and even if there’s no trial, the D.A. said he’s still going to ask for the death penalty, and he’ll almost certainly get it. It was an armed robbery, and even if we accepted his story that he only shot her with a stun round, it’s still an assault on a police officer, who died. We take that seriously in Texas.”

      “I’m not asking for a miracle,” said 8-ball, “but if he changes his plea and goes to trial, how much time would that buy him?”

      “A month. Maybe two or three, with an appeal, though that will fail.”

      “Can you postpone the trial? What do they call it, a continuance? Or the execution?”

      “On what grounds?”

      “If they catch the real gunman…though I know it’s a little late to swab his hands for gunshot residue.”

      “Sounds like you have some legal experience,” said the lawyer, her voice as dry as a desert summer.

      “I know something about guns,” 8-ball evaded. “My point is, if there’s no forensic evidence and he doesn’t confess and he isn’t verballed, they’ll need a witness to place him at the scene. Won’t they?”

      Ortiz glanced at her smartwatch. “As far as I know—and the prosecution is supposed to share any information they have with us, though they don’t always do so as fast as I’d like—the only hard evidence that anyone else involved in the robbery is that the same gun was used to shoot both Officer Baker and your, uh, brother, but it hasn’t been found, nor was the laser or the jewels. Granted, the police accept there was a safecracker and probably a driver who isn’t much use as a witness if Mr. Navarro is right and he stayed out of the building. But there’s no security camera footage, even after the alarm was sounded.”

      “The decker erased it.”

      “It looks that way, yes. And a stolen ambulance that might have been the getaway vehicle was found burnt out several blocks away. But there’s no other forensic evidence of the others, no DNA, no fingermarks⁠—”

      “He said they wore gloves.”

      “I know. But even assuming your brother is telling the truth—and a Detect Lies spell confirms that he is, though that’s not admissible in a Texas court—the only other witness, the only other person who can confirm that the safecracker shot Officer Baker, is the magician, street name Alcina. Do you know where we could find her?”

      “No. Tom had never mentioned her, and hadn’t told me anything about this job before today. I thought he was just working as a day laborer.”

      Ortiz’s face gave no hint whether she believed him or not. “I’ll accept that others were involved, but even if you find the magician, if the prosecution has to choose someone to serve as the state’s witness…”

      “They’ll take a human or elf over a troll,” 8-ball muttered.

      “Exactly. And according to the DA, the police have no record of a magician named Alcina, and the autopsy didn’t reveal any wounds consistent with a magical attack. Sorry I don’t have any good news, but I have to go. I have a meeting with a client who I might be able to help.” She opened the car door and climbed out. “Good-bye.”

      8-ball followed her, jogging to keep up as she power-walked toward the building. “Is there anything you can do that would give him any sort of chance?” he said, trying not to sound desperate.

      “Possibly, if I can convince the judge that the police are actively pursuing other suspects. I’m guessing from your accent that you’re not local, but we still elect judges here.” She glanced at her watch again. “That would mean convincing the detective in charge of the investigation.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “Carefully. The police have a tips line, but most of the tips get dismissed as crank calls. You could try arranging a meeting.” She stopped in her tracks and looked down at him. “But remember, they only have Navarro’s word for it that Officer Baker was shot by a human rather than a troll or, say, a dwarf.”

      “Are you saying he’d try to fit me up?”

      “Am I saying the Dallas Police sometimes arrest the wrong person? Of course not. Perish the thought.” The courthouse door slid open and she stepped inside, clearly glad to be out of the sweltering, late August heat. “Adiós,” she said, before the doors closed between them.
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      Jamila, Toro’s fixer, worked in a dry-cleaning business and clothing recycler on Bowie Street, opposite the Biblical Planetarium. When 8-ball introduced himself, she grabbed a tape measure and escorted him into a changing room that smelled faintly of soap and sewing machine oil.

      “I spoke to your fixer, and he vouches for you,” she said quietly as she wrapped the tape around his chest. “You’ve done some major scores. If you’re sticking around, I can probably find you work, but I don’t have anything right now.”

      “Thanks. I may take you up on that later, but I already have a job in mind,” 8-ball said, improvising furiously. “I need a mage and a rigger, a local who knows the area and can steal a fast car. I heard you knew the right people.”

      “I’m sure I can come up with some. Where and when is the meet?”

      “Tonight. My fixer suggested a couple of names. Alcina. Blue Streak. I was told they were the best in the area. Are they available?”

      Jamila looked wary. “I don’t think so. I can recommend others. Miko Yan can drive anything that’s rigged. The mage…it depends on what spells you need.”

      “I’ve heard of Miko,” 8-ball replied. “She flies up to Seattle sometimes. I’ve never worked with her, but I know she’s good…but I don’t need a Banshee for this job, just a fast car. There must be someone local who can do that. And the mage needs magic fingers and a non-lethal combat spell.”

      “Oh, Miko has cars, too,” Jamila replied. “The mage…I’ll have to check my files.”

      “You can’t get Alcina?” said 8-ball, trying hard not to sound as if it wasn’t especially important. “If I’m going to split a quarter million three ways, I’ll want someone I’m sure I can trust. You’ll get your cut, of course.”

      Jamila bit her lip. “Neither Blue Streak nor Alcina are answering my calls. I don’t know where they are. What are you really after?” When 8-ball didn’t reply, she asked, “This is about the jewel depository robbery, isn’t it?”

      8-ball grimaced, realizing that Jamila wasn’t easily fooled. Good fixers needed to be good at detecting bullshit, and she’d already checked on his background. His ruse wasn’t working, so he decided telling the truth might save time. “Yeah. Sorry, there’s no job—not right now, anyway, but Toro’s an old friend of mine. I was hoping Alcina or Blue Streak could help me find Freddy Lance.”

      “You mean Ferdy Lance. A fer-de-lance is a venomous snake.”

      “Ah.”

      “And I don’t know where to find him either. I was never his fixer, but I’ve heard of him. They call him the three-minute yegg.”

      “The what?”

      “A yegg. It’s old slang for a safecracker. He’s supposed to be one of the best in the CAS, able to get through any lock in three minutes. But I’ve never met him, never seen him, don’t know where you’d contact him…I didn’t even know he was in Texas until after Toro got caught. Sorry, I can’t help you.”

      8-ball “What about Lord Logic?”

      “I’ve never met him, either. Heard of him, of course, but the first time I heard from him was when he hacked into my files here and left a message asking him to meet me in a Matrix host. Offered me ten thou if I could find him the team he needed, and another forty if the run was successful.”

      “Did he pay?”

      “Yes. Untraceably.”

      “And the fence? Any idea who that might have been?”

      Jamila laughed without any suggestion of humor. “For a fortune in gem-quality stones, cut and uncut? Way out of my league. Look, I’m sorry about what happened to Toro, but he knew the risks.”

      “Of being shot by his own team and left for dead?” 8-ball said sourly.

      Jamila shrugged. “I sometimes found him work that paid more for one night than he usually made in a month as a day laborer or debt collector. But this job was worth a hundred thou, and he jumped at the chance. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”

      “Maybe,” 8-ball admitted. He was lucky to make that much in a year, let alone a night, and he and Toro had been paid a lot less for their time as mercenaries in Angola.

      “Is there anything else?”

      “I guess not,” 8-ball replied, despite having a vague feeling he was forgetting something important. “I’m going back home, but I’ll call you if I think of anything.”

      “Let me know if you want any work while you’re in town. Otherwise, get the hell out of my shop. I’ve got a business to run.”
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        * * *

      

      The first rule of streetball on the half-court at the Crypt was no weapons, which meant even hand razors or cyberspurs had to remain sheathed during play. Spells or adept powers that did lethal damage were also ruled out, despite the presence of street doc Cutter Czarnecki and usually at least one mage or shaman with healing spells. Players who protested that this gave an unfair advantage to magicians who had free rein to use manipulation and illusion spells were reminded that conjuring was also prohibited, and wired, boosted, or otherwise enhanced reflexes were permitted. And that trolls didn’t need to jump.

      Magnusson, a professor of magical studies at the University of Washington, watched as one of the young shamans cast a stunball spell on the defending team and promptly keeled over from the drain. Little Havana blew the whistle for a time-out so Pinhead Pierce could carry the unconscious body to the bench, then play resumed.

      Magnusson shook his head, and walked over to examine his student. “No blood, no foul,” he told Czarnecki. “Let him sleep it off. Maybe next time, he’ll be more subtle.”

      “No problemo,” said Czarnecki. “How’s the arthritis?” he asked as Magnusson glanced at his wristcomm.

      “Not too bad. It only hurts when I grade papers.”

      “That bad, huh? One of my teachers used to say that of all the Itis brothers, Arthur and Dermot gave him the most trouble.”

      Magnusson didn’t laugh at the old joke. “How’re you off for supplies?”

      “Okay for the moment, but I can always use more. 8-ball running late again?”

      “Yes. He’s been out of town, just flew back in. Did he tell you why he wanted a meet?”

      “No.”

      “Me neither.” They watched the game as an elf adept tried a throw from the three-point line, only to have it intercepted by the troll on the defending team.

      8-ball’s old and heavily modified Land Rover pulled up into the parking lot a moment later. He emerged, paused to hug Little Havana, then walked up to Magnusson and asked, “Is Patty here?”

      “I haven’t seen her, and she’s not easy to miss.” Like her ex-husband, Beef Patty was large, even by troll standards. “Why?”

      “Good. Let’s go inside.”
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        * * *

      

      8-ball looked around the shabby room that Mish, the mouse shaman, had turned into a medicine lodge. The Crypt had been an abandoned motel before the residents had converted it into a squat, a soup kitchen, a sanctuary, a street clinic and a school for the SINless. Not everyone who called it home was or would become a shadowrunner, but most of the people sitting on the mismatched chairs around the long table that evening had sworn to defend it and each other. Deckers, riggers, magicians, adepts, smugglers, fighters: they had pulled off some of the most daring and imaginative datasteals, extractions, and heists in Seattle’s history.

      “Thanks for coming, and apologies for the rather vague invitation,” 8-ball began. Some of you will be too young to remember Toro,” he said, looking at Didge, Mish, and Elias, “but the rest of you should…”

      There were a few nods, several blank looks, and a loud snort from Long Lankin. “A loser,” Lankin said. “Big enough to be a decent bodyguard, but too slow to be good at it.”

      “Didn’t he move to Denver?” asked Ratatosk. “Must be what, nearly twenty years ago?”

      8-ball nodded. “Not quite that long. Now he’s in Dallas, awaiting trial for murder because they won’t let him plead down to anything less.” He quickly recounted Toro’s version of the run that had gone sour, including the troll’s request to him. Mish and Didge looked sympathetic, Lankin scornful, and Magnusson concerned, but the others remained as inscrutable as poker players, “He’s asked me to help—not him, Patty. He doesn’t think we can help him, and I think he may be right. But whatever you think of him, Patty’s still one of us.”

      “True,” said Ratatosk, “but hunting down other shadowrunners to get their money…I don’t like it, and I can think of easier ways to make that sort of money.”

      “Feel free to cut me in when you do,” 8-ball replied dryly. Unlike Ratatosk, an accomplished decker who had a small but comfortable apartment in the Elven District, 8-ball alternated between sharing a tiny loft with Little Havana and hiding in a storage locker that also served as bedroom, garage, armory, and gym. Of course, Ratatosk spent even more on decks and software than 8-ball did on weapons and ammo. “I’m not asking any of you to come with me while I try to find the jewels and the rest of his crew. Do any of you know anything about them? Any of their names ring any bells?”

      “Alcina’s the name of an opera,” said Magnusson. “The character is basically Circe, you know, from The Odyssey, with the serial numbers filed off. I haven’t heard of any mages using the name, but I’ll see what I can find out.” Unlike the others in the room, Magnusson rarely ran the shadows, and when he did, it was out of loyalty rather than for the nuyen.

      “Every decker worthy of the name has heard of Lord Logic,” said Ratatosk. “But I’ve never run into him that I know of, and I don’t know anyone who has. No one seems to know where he lives, or if he ever comes into the Big Room or even into meatspace except maybe to eat and sleep, but he has quite a rep.”

      8-ball knew the “Big Room” was old decker slang for going outside, something many of them did only reluctantly, and not just because of Seattle’s acid rain. “Enlighten me.”

      “If the stories are true—and I’m pretty sure they are—he pulled off one of the biggest datasteals in Texas history a few years ago. Millions of SINs from the registrar’s office.”

      Didge, the young dwarf decker, whistled.

      “What was the ransom?” asked 8-ball.

      “There wasn’t one,” Ratatosk replied. “They didn’t even know it’d happened until long after the backups were useless, when a few of the people whose SINs he’d snatched began reporting stolen identities. They’re still said to be the go-to guy for good fake SINs, but they’re careful what they sells, and to whom. You want a passport? They’ll get you one, and it’ll be in the name of someone who’s never left the CAS. You want licenses? Want to pass a background check so you can buy guns without going to the black market, or work somewhere that won’t employ anyone with a criminal record? You go to them. I’ve never needed to, and they charge like a wounded unicorn, but Lone Star thinks they’ve sold anywhere from twenty to a hundred SINS for every one they’ve picked up. Of course, they don’t want to publicize it. But no one knows what they looks like, whether they’re a decker or a technomancer, or even if it’s a him, a her, or a them. Rumor has it they’re either a dragon or an unregistered Digital Intelligence.”

      “Oh, great,” 8-ball groaned. “Can you contact him, her, or them?”

      “I’ve never had to, but I can ask around.” He grabbed his deck, a Shiawase Cyber-5, from the protective pocket in his armor-lined coat.

      “Thanks,” said 8-ball as Ratatosk jacked in. “What about the safecracker? Ferdy Lance?”

      No one spoke until Mute, the covert ops specialist, said, “I’ve never heard of him, but if what Toro says is true, I’ll do what I can to help you find him.”

      “‘Chin like a cartoon character’ isn’t much help,” said Didge. “Who does he mean? Popeye? Dudley Do-right? Roger the Rigger?”

      “I could mind probe Toro to see if I can get a picture,” Mish suggested. “Of course, I’d have to go to Texas…”

      “Easier just to call and ask him,” said Lankin. “Toro wasn’t smart enough to be a good liar. But I agree with Ratty.”

      “That’s a first,” Ratatosk muttered.

      Lankin ignored him. “There are better ways to get the nuyen. Granted, we’ve all fought with other freelancers before, but only in self-defense or if we were being paid. Going hunting for them, putting the squeeze on them for a cut of their take, turning them over to the cops…that’s not something we do.”

      “Honor among thieves?” asked Elias, one of Magnusson’s students

      “Scoff if you like,” Mish replied. “But we wouldn’t want it done to us.”

      “What about Hammer, Sickle, Silicon Val and Delta Dart?” said Mute sourly.

      8-ball tried not to wince. Sickle and Hammer were physical adepts Mitsuhama scientists and enchanters had enhanced with experimental bodyware and cyberware in an attempt to make the ultimate assassins. Delta Dart was a rigger and Silicon Val a decker, and they’d joined them in their attempt to provoke a mob war that would enable the yakuza to take over territory and rackets run by the Seoulpa Rings. Ratatosk, 8-ball, and Mute had barely survived their first encounter with the team, and to prevent the war from escalating, had let Knight Errant arrest and imprison them. They’d also stolen Delta Dart’s collection of vehicles and drones.

      “I didn’t like it, but it was either that or kill them,” he told Elias, who hadn’t been involved.

      “Sickle and Hammer were monsters,” Magnusson added. “And if Toro’s telling the truth, then Ferdy Lance killed a cop when the rest of his team could have stunned her. I don’t have a problem with letting Lone Star have him. It’s better than killing him.”

      “Don’t try to tell me you’ve never killed anybody, Mags,” said Lankin. “I was there when you fried that sniper back at the old Crypt.”

      Magnusson didn’t even flinch. “Carpenter was a mercenary who’d just killed a thirteen-year-old, but I’m still sorry he died. I was just trying to put him out of action: I don’t do wetwork. But trolley problems and Kantian philosophy aside… when a shadowrunner kills a cop, that’s bad for everyone. Kill a cop, and the others will come for all of us. And what Lance did wasn’t even self-defense, it was murder. Cops take that seriously, and I don’t blame them.”

      He stared Lankin down, both hands pointed at the elf’s chest, and for a moment 8-ball thought he might be irritated enough to cast a spell on him. He’d seen the old magician transform himself into a bird, and 8-ball wouldn’t have objected if he’d turned the well-dressed elf into a frog or a statue—temporarily, of course. Ratatosk, 8-ball knew, would have considered either to be an improvement.

      Then Magnusson leaned back in his chair and placed his hands on the table, palms down, and everyone relaxed slightly.

      “You have friends in the police, don’t you?” said Lankin, visibly subdued.

      “Some of their mages here, yes. I taught most of them. I don’t know about the Dallas Police or the Texas Rangers, but it’s certainly possible.”

      “Any of them likely to help us?”

      “Maybe,” said Magnusson, “if it helps bring in a cop-killer. But it’s more likely to be us helping them. Even a small department has more resources and more experience at tracking people down. If anyone could find the man who shot that cop just using watcher spirits or detection spells, the police would have done it already. It’s likely they don’t have any material links, or enough data to let a spirit recognize them.”

      “You’ve gone into lecture mode, Prof,” Mish said gently.

      Magnusson looked slightly embarrassed. “Sorry, force of habit. But the only thing that gives us any chance of locating them before the cops or the Rangers do is that law enforcement agencies in different jurisdictions aren’t always good at sharing information, especially when they’re run by different corporations—as I’m sure many of you can appreciate.”

      8-ball nodded. That was one reason Toro had fled Seattle, after all. “We might get more from the deckers,” he said, looking at Ratatosk and Didge.

      “Lone Star’s online security is pretty good,” Ratatosk replied, seriously understating the case, “but I’ll see what I can do. Where do we start?”

      “Talk to your fixers and contacts to see what they can tell us about the people we’re looking for,” said 8-ball. “Where they’re from, what scores they’ve done, anything that might tell us where they could go if Texas is too hot for them. If Lord Logic has stuff to sell, there must be some way to contact him. Obviously the one we really want is Ferdy Lance, but if the others can lead us to him, fine…and maybe there’s stuff Toro’s fixer, Jamila, didn’t tell me. Maybe because she’s trying to protect her other clients, but more probably because I didn’t think to ask.”

      “Does Patty know what’s happened?” asked Mute.

      “She knows the basics,” Czarnecki replied. “He asked her not to tell their daughter—they both want her to go straight. Kid’s talking about getting apprenticed to a mechanic or a panel beater.”

      “I thought you said she was going straight,” muttered Didge.

      Czarnecki ignored her. “Do you think there’s any hope for Toro?”

      “Doubt it,” said 8-ball glumly. “Even if his sentence is commuted, it’ll probably be to life, and at his age, like he said, he’ll be getting out of there in a cardboard box. But if we can get the money, there may be hope for the kid. I’ll see if Jamila or the lawyer can smuggle a commlink in to him. Call me if you find any good leads.”

      Ratatosk nodded, then stood and stretched. “I need a coffee,” he said, and headed for the kitchen. 8-ball followed him.

      “You think it’s a lost cause, don’t you?” 8-ball asked once they were both outside the room.

      Ratatosk didn’t answer until he’d reached the kitchen and poured two mugs of terrible soykaf, then he sat down at one of the tables. “Saving Toro? Yeah, probably.”

      “Toro saved my butt more than once,” 8-ball reminded him. “Remember that job at Boeing? Mute, Mercedes, and I? We wouldn’t have gotten out of there alive if he hadn’t held the security guards off until we made it to the car.”

      Ratatosk had been monitoring the situation from the relative safety of the storeroom of a nearby Stuffer Shack at the time, his meatbody watched over by a visibly pregnant Patty, but he nodded. “How many times have you saved his?”

      “That’s not important. Even if we can’t save him, we can try to find his share of the loot from that run and give it to Patty. It’s his last wish. It’s the least we can do.”

      “I don’t know,” said Ratatosk. “I know people who could do a lot less.” 8-ball didn’t need to ask who he meant. “But I also know you’d rather throw yourself on a grenade than go back on your word,” the decker continued, “especially to a friend. What exactly did you promise him? More importantly, what did you promise yourself?”

      8-ball stared past him at the mosaic on the wall—a collage of photos and sketches of former residents of the Crypt who’d died. “That Patty would get the money Toro had coming to him, and that I’d try to find Ferdy Lance while Toro was still alive…but it’s more than that. Toro lived here for years, risked his life running with us; he doesn’t deserve just to be forgotten. We’re not all going to be mourned by hundreds of ex-lovers.”

      Ratatosk, who was good-looking even by elvish standards and made the most of it, smiled wryly at the compliment. “I’ll give you what help I can, for Patty’s sake if not for his. Okay?”

      “Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it,” said Ratatosk. “What are friends for?”
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      Little Havana’s apartment wasn’t much bigger than 8-ball’s storage locker, but it smelled of perfume and cleanliness rather than dust and gun oil and ozone, and had a larger and more comfortable bed. 8-ball usually slept soundly when he was there, but that night, he lay awake, staring at the ceiling long after his lover had started softly snoring. He was remembering the raid on Boeing, an attempt to steal a Unicorn stealth drone, and he was worried it would haunt his nightmares if he tried to sleep. After they’d escaped, empty-handed, Doc Czarnecki had removed so many bullets from Toro’s blood-soaked body Patty had sewn them into a synth-leather sheath to make an oversized slapjack. Toro had loved it.

      He sat up suddenly, and Little Havana rolled over to face him. “Whuh?”

      “It’s okay,” he said. “Go back to sleep.”

      He slid out of bed, found a pen and something to write on, scrawled a note to himself, and climbed back under the covers and snuggled up to her. A minute later, he was sleeping soundly, a smile on his face.
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        * * *

      

      Jamila didn’t look happy to see his face appear on her commlink screen, but she kept her tone neutral. “I thought you went back to Seattle.”

      “I did,” said 8-Ball. “I’m there now. I have just one more question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Toro said they had a meet in a chop shop, probably in Somervell. Do you know where Blue Streak went to get his rides modded?”

      “No. There’s at least a dozen chop shops I know in that region, probably twice as many I don’t.”

      “Can you find out?” When she didn’t respond, he added, “What would it cost?”

      “That depends. What are you planning on doing with the information?”

      “I’m looking for Ferdy Lance or Lord Logic. One of them pocketed Toro’s share of the payout for the job, and Toro wants it to go to his ex-wife. That’s all.”

      “I’ll save you some time,” said Jamila. “Blue Streak messaged me to say he’s gone back home. Australia.”

      “Thank you! Um…geography was never my strong suit, but isn’t Australia pretty big?”

      Jamila nodded. “About as big as the lower 48 used to be.”

      “How big is that?”

      “Everything between Aztlan and the old Canadian border. Say, Seattle to San Diego to Miami to Boston.”

      8-ball tried to imagine this. “And that’s all one country? Wow. But isn’t most of it empty?”

      “Yes. It was even before the mana storms. Most Australians won’t go more than a few klicks inland if they can avoid it. The First Nations reclaimed most of the empty land, though some of it’s still being mined.“

      “But there are a few cities, right?”

      “Three or four, sure, and some ghost towns.”

      “But you don’t know which one he’s from?”

      “Sorry, no.”

      “Do you know anyone who would know? Did he have a partner? Friends?”

      “I don’t ask my clients about their personal lives. Just their skills and a way to contact them. Safer that way.” She blinked. “Where are you calling from?”

      8-ball glanced over his shoulder, and saw Little Havana, clad in boyshorts and a sports bra, practicing her pole-dancing routine. “A friend’s place,” he evaded.

      “It’s good exercise,” Little Havana called. “You should try it.”

      Jamila shook her head. “Anything else you want? I have work to do.”

      “Who do you know in Lone Star?”

      “Hmm…” Jamila looked up at the ceiling for a moment. “There’s an old saying, ‘Information wants to be free’. But there’s another that says you can’t always get what you want.”

      8-ball sighed. “I hear you. How much?”

      “I have a client who needs someone with your skills who can fit into a small space. It’s just a quick job, and you might meet some interesting people who can help you. Can you be back in town on Monday?”
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        * * *

      

      8-ball stared at the suitcase. “You gotta be fucking kidding!”

      “Quit your complaining,” said Gonzalez, the rigger. “We made sure you’ll be able to breathe okay.”

      “You mean the luggage bay is pressurized?”

      She smiled. “You won’t be flying anywhere. We’re swapping the cases at the airport after the target gets off the plane. The real one should be full of new clothes Jamila can sell. You probably won’t be in your case for more than an hour or two—but you should probably go to the can first, just in case. And I hope you didn’t eat any beans for lunch.”

      “Huh. And then what?”

      “You get out.” Gonzalez pointed to a switch that would allow him to open the case from the inside. “You’ll be in her closet. We’ll give you directions from there to the security station. There’s no cameras in her room, but there is one in the corridor, so you’ll have to be quiet and quick. Take out the guard, switch off the alarms—the security system is isolated from the Matrix, which is why we’re not using a decker—then open the gate and get out.” She spread her hands. “That’s all.”

      “When you say ‘take him out’…”

      She pointed at the tasers on the low table. “Take your pick.”

      8-ball grabbed the Yamaha Pulsar. “How many guards?”

      “Two or three.”

      “Uh-huh.” He grabbed another four darts and a FlashPak.

      “One in the guard station inside the house, one patrolling the grounds outside.”

      “Dogs?”

      “A hellhound.”

      “Fuck. I hate those things.” He examined the other weapons on offer, and picked up a smartlinked Slivergun and a monofilament whip. “You’ve timed how long he takes to walk around the house?”

      “Twenty to thirty minutes. Usually closer to twenty, early in the shift.”

      “Clockwise or anti-clockwise?”

      Gonzalez thought for a moment. “Clockwise.”

      “Okay, that’s two. You said ‘or three.’”

      “The old man has a chauffeur-cum-bodyguard. We don’t know whether he’ll be there, but it’s a possibility.”

      “What do the guards wear? Do they have a uniform?”

      “Just an armor jacket, tactical pants, boots, and a ballcap.”

      “Color?”

      “Gray. Why?”

      8-ball lightened the midnight blue of his electrochromic armor jacket to brain gray, then cadet gray. “If I can pass for one⁠—”

      “Okay, that’s close enough,” Gonzalez said, “but aren’t you a little short for a bodyguard? Morrison only hires humans and orks.”

      “If they hesitate for a second, I can get one or two shots off before they do. Anyone else in the house?”

      “During the night? Just the old man, his mistress, and his nurse. The cook and the maid come in at 0500 hours, and the guards change shift at 0800; we’ll be long gone by then.”

      “Magical security?”

      “Minimal. The hellhound is supposed to alert the guards if someone or something flies over the wall. Guardian vines on the house itself, but that won’t be a problem.”

      “What if someone opens the suitcase before I want to?”

      “Unlikely. The mistress always leaves that to the maid when she comes in in the morning. But if she’s bought something she wants to show to the old man before she goes to bed, tase them both and tranq them. They probably won’t be armed,” she added.

      8-ball pocketed a packet of tranq patches and looked at the remaining weapons. “You don’t sound all that sure.”

      “There may be guns in the room,” Gonzalez admitted. “The old man collects them, though most are 19th-century antiques. He loves Westerns. His full name is John Wayne Morrison.”

      “What’s a Western?”

      “You’ve never seen one? Rawhide Kid? Bass Reeves and Belle Starr? The Magnificent Seven?”

      “That last one rings a bell,” said 8-ball. “A go-gang saving a town from zombies, right?”

      “That was a remake of the original. Which was a remake of Seven Samurai, and so good the Japanese director’s rumored to have given the Western director a katana. Anyway, westerns were old action-adventure movie or TV series set in the 1870s or 1880s. Every Texan kid will have seen at least one, and a lot of the older ones starred John Wayne.”

      “Isn’t he the serial killer who dressed up as a clown?”

      “That was John Wayne Gacy. John Wayne was the working name of an actor named Marion Morrison, which is why westerns are part of this Morrison’s schtick: his main, mostly legit business is a horse stud, but he invests in everything from real estate to diamonds. So his house will be full of old guns, but most of them are just for show and won’t be loaded.”

      “Uh-huh. So I take down the guards and the hound and open the front gate. What happens then?”

      “You and Felix go in, grab the pieces we want, then we close the gate behind us and vanish into the night.”

      “Easy as that?” 8-ball asked skeptically.

      Gonzalez nodded. “Morrison’s not going to call the cops. The last thing he wants is detectives in the house sniffing around. He deals in stolen art and antiques, some legit, some not. Sells some as a way of laundering money, but he keeps the pieces he likes the best, and we’re not taking anything he can admit to owning.”

      “You’ve lined up a fence?”

      “No, just retrieving some stuff for the Aztlan government, C.O.D. Our cut is low six figures at best, but Morrison’s probably the only one in town who’d know the market for pieces like these. He probably bought these mostly because he hates the Azzies; there’s a rumor he’s funding the Sons of the Alamo, though I don’t see him doing that unless he expects a return on the investment.”

      “Uh-huh. What about the jewel heist last month? Who would handle stuff like that?”

      “Eleven million nuyen’s worth of gem-quality stones? No one local—leastways, no one I know. Probably some fly-in from New York. Or London, maybe, or Amsterdam.”

      “Eleven million?”

      “That’s what it was insured for. How much they really got, I wouldn’t know.” She nodded at the suitcase. “You about ready to go?”

      “Almost.” He holstered the weapons he’d chosen, pocketed a Neuro-Stun grenade, adjusted his armor jacket, and looked around the chop shop. “Where’s the crapper?”
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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