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      To Nigel Findley.

      

      My own Shadowrun mentor spirit, whose memory has always granted me a few bonus dice on writing rolls. I hope you don’t mind, but I shuffled together your elves and your detectives.
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      My life used to be reasonable stuff. Normal stuff. Human stuff. My mom died too young, my dad worked too hard, and I grew up too soon on the streets of Puyallup, hanging out with the worst of the cops’ kids and the best of the robbers’ kids. I showed too much potential too early, kicked college’s ass too easily, roared into my new job with too much potential, power, and promise.

      Things took a turn for the weird after that, and the world got smaller. That potential I’d had was magical, that college was training for both an MA in Hermetic Studies and three different combat and combat-magi qualification courses for Lone Star. That larger-than-life opportunity fell apart when I ran into a vampire, though, who bit into my neck and my spirit and damn near drained me dry.

      Things crumbled. My big dreams turned to dust and ash in my mouth. My future shriveled up and died.

      Things got dark, then. Better-Than-Life chips became my new best friends and worst enemies, all at once. I took my skull full of Lone Star hardware and turned it into a BTL processing plant, slotting one-shot chips that did their damnedest to fry my brain by overloading sensation centers, things that made real life into decaf. Spiraled, hard, as an addict, and almost lost the last of my magic in that dark, downward spiral.

      Things stabilized after that. I got lucky, I skipped like a thrown rock instead of sinking below the water, and I found a way to harness that escapism, to turn it inside out, to make something, to remake something, of myself. I found a BTL-implanted personality that I liked, that I wanted, that I could live up to. I became a detective again, but this time a private one. I clung to the last tattered shreds of my magic, I made deals with Adversary, the best of the worst of the patron spirits on any metaplane, and I made myself a life.

      Paranormal Investigator, that’s me. Ounces of magic, tons of street smarts. One foot in Seattle’s criminal underworld, one foot on the law-abiding, taxpaying side of the street. I got things done. I got comfortable. I got complacent.

      Then, these last few years? Things took another turn on me. Somewhere along the way I kept getting drawn into messier and messier cases, weirder and weirder gigs, jobs dragging me around the city by the nose—and following trails out of the city, in fact—and chasing vampire and elven conspiracies, playing hot-potato with an academic report that might’ve turned the world upside down, and exchanging blows with Princes of Tír Tairngire, capos of the Mafia, and oyabun of the Yakuza, instead of trading favors with bartenders, bouncers, and beat cops.

      I’d lost my balance, my horizon, my north star. I was in another spiral, another tailspin, and the fact that this one was lifting me up instead of dragging me down didn’t make it any safer. I saw it. I saw it happening, and I just held onto that tiger’s tail.

      It was time to let that go.

      “It’s time,” I said to myself, resolutely, certainly. “It’s time to get rid of this damned thing and get my world back to normal. Back to small. Back to life-sized.”

      I walked across the empty lot, hat low, collar high, shoulders hunched against the late-night drizzle. No more hiring shadowrunners to cross international borders, no more having top-notch foreign assassins try to murder me, no more shadowrunners being sent on wild goose chases that saw them in shootouts with mob bosses.

      I stood under the one working light, a cone of visibility in a field of darkness, and lit up a smoke. I was here. Right on time, right where they wanted to meet. I felt like I was standing on the wrong end of a firing range, I knew full well how easy a target I was. I was determined, though. Spy game bullshit be damned, I wanted this meet to start, so it could end. I wanted rid of the damned thing.

      Once upon a time, what felt like several lifetimes ago, I’d had a college mentor. A sponsor into the Hermetic Order of the Auric Aurora. A friend. Dr. Christopher Minirth had made Hermetic Studies his life’s work, and when it had finally killed him, he’d given me a gift and a curse, like a wise, old magi in a storybook. I’d been contacted by the High Magistrate of the Exchequer—yes really—who had, in accordance with Christopher’s will, hired me to investigate his death. In exchange, I’d gotten a small pile of nuyen, a big pile of problems, and, after some extra effort, an academic study.

      An academic study that had gotten everyone who wrote part of it killed.

      An academic study that, in the wrong hands, would only lead to more deaths.

      An academic study that had very, very, nearly led to mine.

      An academic study that spun itself around like a conspiracy theory, but in the stilted, formal, manner of proper academia. It cited and updated Ehran the Scribe’s early work and revelations about mana cycles, the rising tides of sorcerous power, the coming and going of the powers to warp reality. It quoted Ehran’s Young Elven Technologist speeches, his published work, and a startling array of his personal correspondences with his peers, Princes of Tír Tairngire. It gave samples of increasingly erratic and dangerous behavior among the Great Dragons, those titans that straddle our world and slice it up like pie, covering Hestaby and Lofwyr’s war. It spoke of the inarguable rise in drake sightings and the Amazonian conflict over magical plants, it had charts in it tracking metahuman and anti-metahuman violence, murder and attempted murder by magic in a dozen nations, reported attacks by spirits.

      The paper, by dead Chris Minirth, PhD, et al, said that as the mana level continued to rise, as more and more people believed in magical power and as such made magic more powerful, as more and more magic soaked into the world, that power would change people’s beliefs, as surely as people’s beliefs changed that power. That dragons would become more erratic and, for lack of a better term, draconic. That spirits would become more powerful and inhuman. The Infected, people living with the Human Metahuman Vampiric Virus, would become predatory, feral, dangerous. That metahumans—we, metahumans—would, over time, become more meta, less human.

      The datachip holding the meticulously encrypted document, the datachip currently resting in my breast pocket right over my heart, was the most dangerous fucking thing I’d ever touched, and I had a gun, a weapon focus knife, and a wand on me all alongside it. It had the potential to start global riots, to spark genocidal pushes, to cause metahuman and magical race wars, magicides, dracocides, the mass culling of spirits and Infected by any means necessary.

      But it was Minirth’s. He, I don’t doubt, wanted it to start discussions instead, to spark metaphysical debates, to cause metahumans and magicians to recognize their shared vulnerability to ignorance where mana was concerned, for dragons and spirits to guide us, not chase us, into new eras. He was a good man. He’d done work with good people. He’d done the work with good intentions.

      I wanted, more than anything else, to get rid of the fucking thing. I wanted to hand it off like a hot potato, a hand grenade, or a football when I wasn’t wearing a helmet. I wanted to give it to someone smarter than me—there were plenty!—and let them figure out the right or wrong of sharing it, the right or wrong of continuing the study, the right or wrong of opening Pandora’s Box and getting global discussions started outside the halls of academia.

      I wanted someone else to carry the Ring, damn it, because I was out of my league, and I knew it, and I had other shit to do. I had rent to pay. I had mobsters to cajole, I had bounty hunters to work with, I had gangers to hassle and cops to duck. I had small-stakes games to play far away from these halls of power. We’d promised we’d sit on it to give someone else a chance to get ahead of things before it went public, and this moment, right now, was the end of that grace period.

      I just wanted to be rid of it.

      So I’d reached out. I knew somebody that knew somebody; story of my life. I’d breathed rarified air and scanned rarified files a few times on the Jackpoint bulletin board, a hoity-toity circle of legendary shadowrunners, up-and-comers, and hangers-on. I knew people there, Hard Exit and Turbo Bunny. One good relationship, one bad one. I didn’t know which it had been, but they’d gotten the word out about what I wanted to unload, and why.

      And the call back had sent me here.

      I could have tried to sell it. Humanis would have paid a pretty penny, I bet, the metaracist poli-club would have adored having a bunch of academics, dyed-in-the-wool academics, elven academics from elven nations, no less, giving them talking points. Fuck that, fuck them. I don’t play devil’s advocate no more. The devil’s got enough without taking volunteers.

      So I was giving it away, instead. Literally. I was here to make a hand-off, here, in this little cone of light amidst a sea of darkness, here, alone, in this empty lot. I was here to hand over a heavily encrypted data chip, the key needed to decrypt it, and a terrible burden.

      “You,” said a voice from somewhere behind me, a voice rich and green and tilted all sideways with a lyrical Irish accent, “Would make a piss-poor spy.”

      I didn’t jump, didn’t start, didn’t yelp. I was expecting him, plus I don’t jump easy.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well, I bet you ain’t much for the investigator business.”

      His name was Agent Thorn. He was an elf, like me, which meant he was older than he looked, like me, and he was dressed for the Seattle rain, albeit with a turtleneck and cargo pants instead of a suit beneath his longcoat. Unlike me, he was a regular on Jackpoint, that datahaven full of rogues, rascals, and runners, and quite unlike me he was there because he had a career in covert operations that stretched back decades. Also unlike me, he had on wire-framed glasses that hinted at a lack of cyberoptics, and was wearing a flat cap, not a trilby. He was Irish as hell, this guy, and a part of me wondered how much of it was real versus a game he played.

      “Sure’n here y’are, actually willing tae stand out in the middle of nowhere, with feck-all for cover, puffin’ on a woodbine without a care in the world! Y’didn’t even push back at’all when I asked for this place t’meet up!”

      “That’s because I wanted to meet up, and I recently learned cover don’t mean much if someone really, really wants you dead.” My office wall and a high-powered rifle had recently had a violent disagreement, and the wall—and my chest—had lost. Soundly. I gave the Irishman another shrug.

      “I’m not some double-oh-whatever agent making a fancy dead-drop in a fucking trid, Thorn. I don’t want to be secretive about getting rid of this thing. If anyone’s watchin’ me for it, I hope they see me get rid of it. I want ’em to slide their crosshairs right offa me and onto you.”

      That earned me a grin and a barked laugh.

      “Fair enough, then. Let’s hold th’ pose and make sure nobody misses th’ hand off, yeah?” He reached toward me with one hand, the other still wedged tight in his coat pocket, holding who-knows-what.

      I didn’t care what. I was here. I’d given him no reason for spite, drama, or danger, and I knew people, Jackpointer people, who’d pay him back with mild inconvenience at the very least if anything happened to me.

      “Good luck to ya,” I gave the datatab a toss, glad to be rid of it. “And I hope you and your Draco Foundation bosses make the right call.”

      “Sure’n they will.” He nodded with certainty and conviction after a swift and nimble catch. “The folks what run the place, well, they’re thinkers, they are, and good ones. Not like us.”

      “Not like us,” I nodded, recognizing that he meant it was a compliment, not an insult. We were men who did, not thought. I lifted my eyebrows, something like a facial shrug. “So. Anything else?”

      The Irishman stowed the datapad in a coat pocket, giving me a long look.

      “Exit said I should expect y’to be a twat,” he said matter-of-factly. Ah, Hard Exit, one of my very best friends. “‘He’s a twat,’ she told me, simple as that, ‘so be ready for it.’ I suspect, m’lad, that she’s wanting some sort of report back from me, what with her settin’ this whole thing up, and not havin’ seen y’herself for some time now.”

      “And?”

      “And if you were to toss me a ’bine.” He nodded at my smoke. It wasn’t a Woodbine, it was a Target, but the Irishman didn’t seem to care about the brand. “I’ll tell her just how wrong she was. I’ll sing poetry to her about your generous spirit and gentle soul, while telling her how hale, hearty, and handsome y’are when she’s not lookin’.”

      I grinned despite myself, despite the assassin I knew the elf to be, and jostled my pack of Targets open in his direction, letting one flick itself out.

      “Ye’re a scholar an’ a gentleman,” he said, tugging it and giving it a toss to his lips.

      “And mage,” I squinted at the tip of his smoke until the mana did what I wanted, until the spell fired up (literally), until it glowed cherry-red and he could take a puff. “Tell her that. Tell her just how handily I wielded the unfathomable powers of the cosmos to light that, and what a wise and powerful magi am I, so she worries a little less, huh?”

      He nodded. “Done an’ done.”

      We stood there, me getting a little anxious and impatient because he wasn’t, and smoked for a few long moments. Then, suddenly, he nodded.

      “Done an’ done an’ done.” He tugged the dataslate out of his pocket and waggled it at me. I thought I caught the hint of letters and lights scrolling by on his lenses. Ah. Smartglasses. “The electronic voices in me head tell me all’s where it should be, the files are intact, and y’didn’t spike the thing with any viruses and the like. If I might ask, though?”

      I shrugged. “You might.”

      “Why so eager t’be rid of it?”

      “It’s heavier than I wanted it to be. I went into that case, Irish, just lookin’ to learn who’d clipped an old friend. Who’d kill a tired old professor? I went in looking to solve a murder, and I know, for a fact, that the case I knocked loose killed a couple’a dozen folks at least since then. And that’s not countin’ what damage that file might actually do, depending on how it gets out, who it gets out to, how the data’s presented. I ain’t no Horizon, chummer, no public relations expert, no wiz at advertisement and careful phrasin’ and softening the verbal blow.”

      I shook my head.

      “I just want rid of it. I want to deal with Ancients, not Princes.”

      The Ancients were an all-elf go-gang that was, in several meaningful and several symbolic ways, all tangled up with my hometown. Dealing with them, as an elf but an outsider, was enough of a hassle for me, hell, it was enough of a hassle for anyone. But I’d rather deal with them than with the nigh-omnipotent handful of noble elite that run the elven nations, y’know? It was a matter of scale, of scope.

      “Gang leaders is bad enough, Ancients, the mob, the Yaks, whoever’s next.” I nodded matter-of-factly. “But Princes? World leaders? That’s way out of my pay range.”

      Agent Thorn, who’d been running black ops for longer than I’d been alive, gave me a nod that had something like sadness behind it.

      Lights danced on his glasses again. My headware chirped at me inside my skull, the Transys supercomputer alerting me about an incoming message, that message’s subject line informing me about a nuyen transfer that had one zero more on it than I’d seen in ages.

      “A fine answer, and payment transferred. Let no one claim the Draco Foundation’s stingy, eh? Dunkelzahn’d spin in his grave if we sat on all this like a hoard, ’stead of handing it out to those what give us help.”

      Dunkelzahn. The Big D. The most beloved dragon in the world—and one of the deadest. The Draco Foundation had been built from his estate after he’d died, and was, supposedly, continuing to do his work.

      “I don’t know if those files are gonna feel like I gave you any ‘help,’ in the long run, Irish.” I flicked my smoke away, shrugged again. “But even if they aren’t, now that you’ve sent it to me, this cash is mine.”

      He laughed, maybe because he was thinking of one of the eight thousand or so ways the Draco Foundation could take the nuyen back if they wanted it. Or maybe ’cause he liked me. Or maybe ’cause he was remembering Hard Exit’s warning about me being a twat.

      “Right ye are, Mr. Kincaid. Right ye are.” Thorn reached up and doffed his cap, then swept it towards my waiting Ford. “Yon chariot awaits. Off wit’ ye. And we’ll call if—”

      “Nope.” I started walking.

      “—ye can be of further help t’—”

      “Nope.” I shook my head.

      “—th’ Foundation again in—”

      “Nope.” I flipped him off as I hurried away. It may’ve been a trick of the fog, but I thought I heard him laughing.

      My Ford chirped as I triggered the mental key fob, and the wind picked up. I didn’t know if Agent Thorn’s bosses would be laughing or cursing me for how things went down. I did know I wasn’t picking up the phone any time soon unless I for-damned-sure recognized the caller. I was handing them this shit to get out of the big leagues, I wasn’t gonna sign up for any more work from them.

      Nobody shot me as I settled into the driver’s seat and my Ford didn’t blow up as a thumb swipe fired up the engine. So far, so good.

      My astral back-up, half the reason I wasn’t scared of a random sniper, ambusher, or other attack, rippled into being in the car seat next to me.

      Ariana. My ally spirit. I’d cooked her up as my Master’s thesis while finishing up my formal college-wizard education, and she’d been my best, truest, most powerful friend ever since. She was gorgeous, just like the formula had called for, but she was pure, too, and good, and powerful. All of the things I wasn’t any more, not since the vampire attack that had cost me most of my sorcerous might and a decent chunk of my good nature and charming disposition. Ariana was a gleaming beacon of my old might as much as my old naivety; elf-willowy, elf-flawless, and with skin and hair and teeth and eyes that all shone like gems and jewels. I’d made her of Earth-stuff, and it showed when she wanted.

      “Did we do good, Boss?”

      “We did good, kiddo.” I nodded, tugging my tie loose. “You were great. Nobody saw you, and you didn’t come help without me asking. Bang-up job. You head back over to Skip and Trace, okay? I won’t need you for this next gig.”

      She beamed, smiled, and vanished like the Cheshire Cat. Skip and Trace were her, and maybe even my, best friends. Troublemaking bounty hunters, the both of ’em, but the gals were good for Ari. They grounded her. Taught her what it felt like to be real. I tried to let her hang out with them whenever she could.

      “Ancients, not Princes,” I sighed out. Unfortunately, that still meant Ancients.

      I swiped my thumb across the sensor panel of my Ford, and the electronics of the dashboard lit upon recognizing my print.

      “Giddyup,” I said, “Next appointment, here we come.”

      The Americar’s hybrid engine growled as it turned over, then bled into an electric whine for low speeds. It was a beast, my Ford. A Frankenstein monster, put together by me and another mad scientist, the last lover I’d maybe loved, a shadowrunner legend, Turbo Bunny. We’d shared addictions with one another, not just hopes and dreams and jokes and bodies. I was freshly gutted by a vampire, she was perpetually dancing with Better-Than-Life chips that hadn’t killed her yet. She showed me a hundred different lives I could live, I could feel myself living, and we slotted chips together, smoked together, drank together, made piss-awful life choices together.

      We only ever really did two things together, she and I, that didn’t make one of us worse. The main thing? We broke up. We realized what we were doing, realized we were each other’s drug, each other’s crutch waiting to break, each other’s worst impulses.

      The other thing? Building this car. High as kites, giggling like idiots, but with me bankrolling it with the last of my dead father’s money, and her mad genius behind it, we made this beast together. It was our baby. Our One Good Thing. We took a Lone Star special model Ford Americar and gave it steroids; gutted an old limousine down at Black’s Junkyard, stole the absurdly powerful, luxury performance engine from it, and put it in our frame-modified Ford. It was twice the engine the car needed, and I loved it. Over the years, I’d kept up with the tech curve, more or less, keeping the electronics going, dipping back into Black’s or hiring helpers when I needed something fixed.

      It was a hell of a car, when I needed it to be. She’d been a hell of a gal, but not what I needed at the time.

      I hadn’t seen her since the day we split, a gentleperson’s agreement to avoid one another, out of lingering affection. We were poison for each other, and didn’t want to be, so she went harder into shadowrunning, and I worked harder to not-quite do the same.

      She’s a legend, now. One of the hottest drivers in the world, a long-welcome poster on Jackpoint, where all the best shadowrunners hang out.

      And I’m…me. But, hey.

      I got to keep the car.
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      My Americar wasted its amazing potential on autonav, engine almost idling the whole way, to carry me at street-legal speeds to an address I’d punched in earlier. A private dick’s work was never done, and I had more than one stop to make before I could rest my weary head. The fact this hand-off hadn’t killed me meant I had to live up to my prior obligations, especially obligations to these knuckleheads.

      I had Ancients on the brain for a reason. The Ancients, as I’ve mentioned, are a gang. They are, if you ask them, the gang. They’ve long since gone global, but the beating heart of their organization, in my admittedly biased opinion, is right here in Seattle. This is where the first elves got together on their fast bikes, with quick blades and heavy guns. This is where the exiles from Tír Tairngire poured in, swelling their ranks and entangling them in Elfy McElfyland politics. This is where their legends were born, assholes like Green Lucifer who went on to manage their whole West Coast smuggling pipeline, and Barrens-brats like Sting, who rides where she pleases, troubleshooting with a heavy hand.

      The leader of the all-important Seattle chapter’s a local kid named Belial, a part-time rocker and full-time street heavy. He’s got a good right hand, local kid goes by Bushido Blitz, and he’s got a bad left hand, a Tír-born piece of shit named Rook. They’re the angel and devil on his shoulder, with BB reminding Belial to keep his feet on the ground and to look after the ’plex and their people here, while Rook always angles for the money that comes from Tír smuggling expeditions and doing dirty work for far-off Princes.

      I get called in by the Ancients when they have…disagreements…sometimes. When they’ve got a problem that can’t be solved by enough drive-by shootings (and most problems can), but especially when it’s a dispute with another elf, they like to bring in outside adjudication. Some ‘rule of three’ mystical bullcrap they buy into, a trinity of elves to solve a problem, blah blah blah. Whatever the logic behind it, they like to get someone from the neighborhood to step up, give them a new perspective, make a call, or settle a dispute. Ancients being Ancients, that someone’s always an elf. I’m in their rotation, and tonight was my night to keep in the gang’s good graces by doing a favor for the elves.

      As it turns out, tonight’s polite disagreement hadn’t just gotten me a call from my unfriendly neighborhood pointy-eared motorcycle gang. I knew the skell they wanted to break bread with tonight, and Belial’d given me a heads up after he’d agreed with the meet. The guy was okay, for a skell.

      Bing-Lei Shen, he’s called, but he goes by Billy these days. He’s an elf, longer in the tooth than Belial, with deep, deep roots in the Seattle organized crime scene. Billy came up in the Octagon Triad lodge, and while the Octies—don’t tell him I call ’em that—might be the weakest of Seattle’s Triad lodges, they’re still a force to be reckoned with. They’re a branch of the larger, global Red Dragon Triad, which rules the roost back home in Hong Kong, and on that international scale, might just be the biggest, nastiest, and richest of the Chinese criminal syndicates. Here in Seattle, the Octagons weren’t quite a top-tier outfit, but they were certainly top-tier enough.

      Speaking of Red Dragons, ready to kick it up a notch, Szechuan style? Billy’s also the guy who got the Octagons/Red Dragons in good with our very own Seattle wyrm, Urubia. Somehow, Billy Shen’s charmed ‘The Crimson Queen’ into using him as her mouthpiece when she needs something said too far from her lair, up in Redmond. She gets to keep on partying, he gets to somehow manage to swagger and smirk even more, and the Red Dragons get to actually have a red dragon as a part-time local sponsor.

      So. The troubles of elves and dragons were on the evening’s menu. Tonight’s trouble was big, but still smaller scale, and more reasonable to me, than reports about mana cycles and mystical influences on metahuman psychology and all the rest. Other than knowing it wasn’t supernatural academia, I was clueless. I’d just gotten a call telling me that since the Ancients had suggested me, the Triads would be paying, giving me a vested interest in being something like impartial. Nobody’s told me what the argument was over, though. They wanted me to listen to the problem with fresh, albeit pointy, ears.

      With the Ancients and their laundry list of enemies clashing with the Triads and their perpetual greed machine, there was no telling. The Ancients were one of the world’s biggest, nastiest, gangs, and the Octagons—and their Red Dragon sponsors—might be the least of the Triads in town, but that still made them older, richer, and more brutal than the Ancients. Toss in the wild card of Urubia, and the trouble, which was likely to spill over into the rest of Puyallup if the Triads started firebombing the elven neighborhood of Tarislar, could be just about anything.

      But what the trouble wasn’t was metaphysical academia eight or ten rungs above my pay grade, so, fuck it. I’d said yes.

      They were offering me almost enough cash to catch up on my back rent in exchange for playing neutral arbitrator for an evening. Compared to poking my nose into that last major gig, leading to international trouble, three slugs in my chest, and more trouble’n you could shake a stick at, I figured any homegrown, gutter-crime, syndicate bullcrap would be easy-peasy.

      My Ford carried me to an underpass, the sort of place you usually see with a burn-barrel or two, a handful of homeless folks, and maybe a couple folks high on slap-patched drugs or rocking out to alternate realities in a Better-Than-Life sim. The traffic noises from overhead kept most of the world at bay, the overpass itself took care of the rain. The folks usually seeking shelter here had been run off, though, hustled away either by the gift of a bottle, a handful of cash, or the simple threat of force. It was a place for criminals, now, lit by the harsh glare of cars and bikes on either side, headlights cold and blue-white, everyone backlit, everyone squinting.

      I took over and drove manually, angling far off to one side, so I was approaching sidelong and crookedy, not pulling up solidly on the Ancients’ or Triad’s side. The highway was the traditional border between Puyallup gangs and Tacoma outfits, and the turf beneath the highway was the traditional spot for meets, challenges, parlays, and dumping the occasional body meant as a message. It was a place for killers, now, with leadership of the two rival outfits lined up.

      I, also a killer, left the engine growling softly and the lights on, same as everyone else. Before getting out, a thumb-swipe ordered the autonav to clear my cache and delete the route from the memory banks. Proof of being at a scene like this usually came with some flavor of “conspiracy to commit” charges.

      “Ladies, gents, an’ criminal scum.” I tugged out a Target and let them see my face by way of lighting it. The old-fashioned way, with my scuffed old lighter, not using my mojo. I wasn’t going to impress anyone from the Triads or the Ancients by lighting a smoke.

      I exhaled through a smile. “Good to see ya.”

      On either side, I had a half-dozen of the most dangerous folks in the Metroplex.

      Rook was there first, looking dour as always. He was a vision of lean lethality, head to toe in black riding leathers, sabre-mageblade at his hip, with his arms crossed. His high-end, real-leather riding jacket had been idly mutilated, one sleeve hacked off roughly to show everyone that one of said arms was a gleaming, black, cybernetic killing machine.

      Just behind him was his sleek Yamaha Rapier street bike, as glossy and cutting-edge as his arm. In a crew like the Ancients, where riding meant life itself, you could tell a lot about a motherfragger by his wheels. Rook’s bike looked deceptively like any one of dozens of other elven street-racing machines, but if you looked long enough you saw that the customizations were too slick to be anything but top-end stuff installed by someone with an unlimited budget, not their own mechanical talent and love for the road. It was like pre-distressed jeans or a factory-scuffed guitar; he was maybe the most dangerous street-poseur in the city, but he was still just slumming it. Still just a tourist.

      He and I were about the same height, both a hair short for an elf, and I used that pairing to my advantage. I matched his gaze long enough to show him I wasn’t afraid to do so—you took your shot and I didn’t die, you little shit, and here I am staring you in the eye—and then slid my gaze to the altogether more likeable elf next to him.

      Belial was a titan among elves, taller than most, broader than any I’d seen except the most hooked augmentation junkies. His muscles were all organic, the result of workouts, magic, and good genes, not Ancients-affiliated street docs or even fancy Tír clinics. He was a mage, albeit one less potent than Rook by a damned sight. He had some of that adept mojo, too, though, the preternatural charisma that comes from internalized magic and being a rock star. He was a dabbler on stage, a screaming vocalist and dilettante guitarist with the Archfiends, an all-elf, all-strings, bunch of teased-haired goofballs. The band made it on bare chests, tight pants, teased hair, and makeup. Belial made it on his looks, too, but coupled with brawn, more brains than he let on, and most of all a bone-deep love for the Ancients that bought him the sort of loyalty most gangsters could only dream of. The Ancients being the Ancients, he had a blade, too, but his was a big two-handed deal, a longsword or claymore or some silly shit like that, slung across his back. His Harley was as much a beast as he was, the sort of chromed-up combat machine orks rode in Combat Biker matches.

      On Belial’s other side stood Bushido Blitz, the truest swordsmen of the Ancients, and maybe half of Seattle. He was a Puyallup mutt, an Ancient born to bike and brawl. His momma was still in the gang, his papa’d died wearing their stylized “A,” and Blitz had, I’m sure, never for a single second dreamed about being anything else in all the world. He wasn’t as bold and colorful as Belial, but had twice the light and life in him as Rook. A mono-katana—a high tech Tír Tairngire model, used once upon a time by their very finest operators—rode on his hip. He didn’t seem to have, or need, any other weapon. His bike was halfway between the high-strung, nimble, racing bike of Rook, and the top-end horsepower of Belial’s chopper; a Honda Vector, a hard-to-find machine.

      I liked Belial. He seemed like a good guy, and he’d always paid me fair for capers I helped his elves out with. From everything I’d seen of him, he was that most dangerous of animals; a true believer. All the Robin Hood bullshit the Ancients spread, their looking-out-for-the-elves stuff, their scrappy underdog living outside the law? Belial believed in all of it, and the young urban knight was doing his best to keep the gang on that strangely straight-and-narrow outlaw path.

      Standing opposite them were a trio of Triad troublemakers, doing their best to outdo the Ancients in looking disaffected, dispassionate, and threatening, all at once. It was the most casual staring contest you could imagine.

      First up was Smiling Eastern Wind, an ork with orichalcum—yeah, that orichalcum, the magical element used to make focus items and the like—etchings on her gleaming tusks. She had shoulders that more than matched Belial’s, and her bare arms were crawling with tattoos of rippling, faintly glowing storm clouds. Smiling was an import, a ranking member of the Red Dragon Triad proper, Chinese through and through, with only a few years under her belt in Seattle. She was, despite her arcane appearance, as mundane as a wheel of cheese. The inlaid tusks were an affectation, the ‘tattoos’ were a color display on high-tech dermal sheathing. She was chipped up, wired in, and, despite unarmed appearances, had more blades under her skin than the whole Ancients contingent. Rumor had it Wind had taken out six Russian mobsters, all of them armed, and walked out without so much as a bruise. I hadn’t heard of anyone taking out six Russians that easily except in stories that featured grenade launchers.

      In the center of the Triad lineup stood Billy Shen, in all his smug splendor. I don’t think I ever saw Billy doing anything but smirking, even in a fight. Hell, especially in a fight. Outside of the action trids, I’d never seen anybody that fought quite like him. Years ago, during a gig, I’d snuck a curious peek at his aura. He looked as mundane as Joe Salaryman, but I figured he had to be an adept and hiding it. He was a tall, skinny, drink of water, built like a lean elven dream, all long legs made for kicking under long arms made for jabs. His hair was a wild, black mess, and a toothpick perpetually dangled from one corner of his crooked smirk. He stood, brazen and casual as could be, in a blindingly canary-yellow silk shirt (undone three buttons deep) beneath a Mas blue suit, chest hairless beneath a mess of gaudy gold chains. Bing-Lei Shen looked, every inch of him, like the Triad Red Pole he was. He made sure everyone saw his tooled leather chest rig beneath the suit jacket, holding a pair of chrome-gleaming, heavy caliber, Savalette Guardians.

      On Shen’s other side was Ten Dragons Leaping, the only human in sight. She was as utterly unremarkable as only the best killers were, a woman of mixed Sino-Anglo descent. She had moderately attractive but forgettable features, a simple, classic hairstyle, a faintly pleasant expression on her face, and wore the sort of mundane, off-the-rack business suit that vanished into the background in nicer parts of town. Nothing about her was noteworthy in the slightest, much less threatening. I squinted and took a naughty little peek at her on the astral plane—the magical overlay of reality that only those of us with the proper talent in our blood and soul could see—and then saw what made her scary. Ten’s aura blazed with power in a way I’d only seen a handful do before, she was a pillar of flame and light, a magical prodigy on par with the very strongest Hermetic Order of the Auric Aurora magi I’d seen. As if that weren’t enough, she had a pair of water serpents twisting and twining all ’round her, impossibly fluid, impossibly flowing. Spirits, at the ready. Not weak ones, either.

      All in all, you had some of the best of the worst in all Seattle right in front of me. Three on three, the traditional way to do this sort of face-off. Their bodyguards, escorts, and retinues were staring, brooding, rapping at one another, or pulling tricks on racing bikes far enough back from the meet that if things got bloody, it would be too late for any of them to help. These six would settle things, one way or another, if it came down to it.

      And then? You had me. Rumpled old suit all in shades of tan and gray, aura glowing like embers instead of a bonfire, twenty-year-old Colt Model 2061 my only firearm. Elven, but short for it. Stubbly. Tired around the eyes. Tired all around.

      But, crucially, I was still elven enough for the Ancients. The same reason they felt they could treat with Billy Shen, they thought they could bring me in as an adjudicator. And, just as importantly, I was street enough for the Triads, a known quantity, someone they knew had left his fair share of teeth and shell casings scattered around town. I was someone who’d scrapped plenty with their best enemies, other Seattle syndicates, and lived to tell the tale.

      “So, what are we up to tonight?” Everyone, except Rook, got a friendly nod from me. Everyone, except Rook, returned it. Billy Shen started talking first. That was like him.

      “Listen, I don’t buy into elven honor bullshit,” he said, absolutely unnecessarily, “But if these guys say you’re the go-to to smooth things over, fine, you’re the go-to. You’re a straight shooter, Jimmy Kay.”

      I tried not to take his compliment as an insult.

      Belial clapped his big hands together and rubbed them palm to palm like a dealer about to ruin someone’s night at the casino.

      “Everyone’s here, a trinity of plaintiffs from both aggrieved parties, and our honored goronagelios.” The last came with a nod to me. My Sperethiel linguasoft raced to translate it for me, and came up with “outsider attorney,” with the outsider coming with an implication of neutrality and distance, not barbarism. Handy stuff, a linguasoft, but Sperethiel’s a pain in the ass.

      “So let’s begin.” Belial crossed his huge arms across his inked-up chest. He was making all the noises about starting a peaceful discussion, then using his body language to put up a wall between him and the Triad representatives. I didn’t need my PeopleWatcher headware subroutines to spot it; very little Belial did was subtle.

      “The issue at hand is that the Ancients want our docks,” Billy said matter-of-factly.

      “They aren’t ‘your’ docks.” Rook scowled. “We leased the warehouse, legally and above-board. It’s none of your concern what we do there. Your criminal syndicate has no ri—”

      “You didn’t buy drek, Dandy-boy.” Smiling Eastern Wind was absolutely not smiling, crossing her arms across her chest and looking just as imposing as Belial as she did so. Dandy was the street evolution of the decades-old, clunky-as-hell, “dandelion-eater” slang. It wasn’t polite to call an elf that. Luckily, I wasn’t the sort to get offended, despite the shape of my ears. “Lease record mentions ‘Ivy Leagues,’ a shipping company. It doesn’t say anything about the Ancients, so it doesn’t mean you get to do business in our backyard.”

      “A company that your ‘background checkers’ no doubt swiftly realized was staffed entirely by elves, with two all-elven crews of sailors on a pair of elf-captained Profit Transport cargo carriers, registered with authorities in the Pueblo Corporate Council, the UCAS, and the California Free State, but chiefly with Tír Tairngire, allowing for unfettered access up and down the West Coast.” Rook was as taut as a bowstring, his voice hiding menace and not hiding it well. “Or, what, you going to pretend the Triads haven’t heard of front companies? What’s next, tusks, you going to insist that Chinese global syndicates don’t know about money laundering, or that you aren’t getting any money from the property we’ve leased?”

      “So you admit you’re wanting to do business on our turf? Real business? Our business?” Billy lifted an eyebrow, talking around his toothpick. “And you expect us to just let you roll through, loud as you fraggin’ please, making it clear to all the city you’re riding down our streets?”

      “Chummer, everything the Ancients do is real biz.” Belial rolled his eyes. “And it’s not your place to tell us where we can and can’t ride. Ancients go where we want. Always have, always will. Forever. We’re here tonight as a formality, out of politeness. We’re not asking for your permission to come and go through Tacoma to our own warehouse, we’re letting you know we’re gonna be doing it.”

      That started everyone in at once, and I closed my eyes to hold the bridge of my nose, blocking them out as I counted to ten in my head. In that time, just that slow ten-count, I’d later count four “dreks,” three “fucks,” seven “frags,” three “dandies,” two “tuskers,” and a halfway clever “Octa-goner” threat. None of them were slow with the insults, even the halfway-presentable-looking Ten Dragons Leaping was letting fly like a sailor, a convict, or a convicted sailor.

      “Hey.” I sighed, feeling like a single parent of six squabbling children who could effortlessly kill me. I had to try again, barking the second time, “Hey!”

      They took a breath, not a one of them used to being yelled at and not responding with violence, to gawk at me.

      “I know I’m Lucy Late-to-the-Party, but lemme see if I got the jist of this disagreement, huh, kids? Ancients did some above-board business, just like good little taxi-cities,” I nodded Belial’s way and he returned it. Taxies were taxpayers. Cities were citizens. Taxi-cities were the good little folks that the UCAS and all the corps cared about.

      “But it’s below-board business they plan to use it for, to the surprise of absolutely no one. And them coming and going through Tacoma, loud-as-you-please, has the Octagon looking weak, and might even draw down Lone Star heat.” I lifted an eyebrow Billy Shen’s way, and he got a nod.

      “Rook.” I gave him a flat-eyed look that I hoped expressed quite nicely a sentiment something like “I know you tried to kill me, and you know that I know, but let’s both pretend it didn’t happen, I’ll rip out a lung for it some other time.” “This has your fingerprints all over it. It’s your project, isn’t it? You’ve got the people here and down south, got the folks handling the manifests, placing the orders, all that? You did the math on all this and pitched it to the boss, huh?”

      “I did, not that it’s any of y—”

      “Fine. These two ships of yours.” I wanted to take a jab at them buying fucking submarines in the first place, but mostly I paid attention to what my headware had to say about the Profit Transport model proper. “They’re good for ten standard containers each, plus what Aztechnology calls ‘an impressive amount of non-containerized space’ in the aft hold. What’s your planned ratio?”

      “My wha—”

      “What amount of that cargo’s gonna actually be legit, legal, manifested trade goods that are allowed to be moved up and down the coast, and how much of it’s gonna be the good stuff?”

      He glanced from me to Belial. The bigger elf nodded.

      “With appropriate…’additional expenditures’ being paid, we feel we can get away with roughly half of each load being genuine, taxable, legal trade goods,” Rook offered with a squint.

      The Ancients had a whole wing of their operation that had, in fact, gone legit. Internationally so, no less. They had a media and entertainment branch operating out of Southern California, their ties to the Tír, and then their traditional home base here in Seattle; the coast was their playground, and they had no shortage of excuses to travel up and down it. Buying a warehouse whole-cloth wasn’t cheap, though, and they’d dropped at least a cool million on the ships themselves. Ongoing maintenance and crew salary estimates scrolled across my field of vision.

      “So let’s say your legal half still turns you enough of a profit to maybe break even on your expenses, month-to-month?”

      Rook looked to Belial. Belial nodded again, so Rook answered, “That’s an oversimplification, but ye—”

      “Peachy. Which means fully half your cargo space is better stuff, Tír-only exports, trade goods banned in one country or another, immigrants and refugees. Your high reward stuff. Your bread that’s buttered, yeah? So…”

      I squinted as my headware calculated Profit Transport specs, likely shipping schedules, and calculated probable profit margins based on coastal price variances and the going rates of street drugs, stolen cars, CalFree BTL chips, and knock-off electronics. Without even counting however much they might pull in for the constantly-in-flux rates charged by people-smugglers (the mildly less predatory human traffickers) as elves fled from or flocked to the pointy-eared-paradise of Tír Tairngire, they were looking at…plenty a year.

      More than I’d see in a century at my work, easily.

      “So fuck it.” I shrugged, out of patience with a pair of multi-billionaire criminal organizations hassling me for semi-magical arbitration and offering me a few months’ rent that meant the world to me and nothing at all to them. “You can give up a little bit of trunk space.

      “Look, Octagon doesn’t want green A’s riding through their turf willy-nilly. Green A’s’re too proud to hide their colors to get their drek from the docks, and want to get this new run going. So how about you don’t hide the colors—shut up, wait, lemme fuckin’ finish before you interrupt me.” I risked my life a half-dozen times by lifting my voice as the protests started up. “Ancients roll from Tarislar to Tacoma all they want to, doin’ whatever dirty biz they wanna do down by the docks.”

      I let it hang there just long enough Billy Shen started to open his mouth to protest, not just to chew on his toothpick. Him starting was my cue to cut him off.

      I take my little power moves where I can get ’em.

      “In exchange, Octagon gets to roll through to Tarislar when they’ve got to, without the Ancients having a fit.” The Ancients weren’t the only outfit in town that might complain about the Red-Dragon-affiliates flashing their colors, but those were headaches for another day.

      “And the Octagon’s got to roll through to Tarislar every now and then, because not only do they get the standard under-the-table rates from any other outfit doing shadow biz on their turf, but they also get one shipping container per ship, once a month, they can haul cargo in.

      “They deliver and pick up those goods in Tarislar, though, so everyone can see you kids playing nice. Ancients aren’t invading when they roll through your turf, and Octagon ain’t invading when they roll through Puyallup. Goods change hands and business takes place on both ends, as a show of good faith. Let the streets know you two are doin’ steady business together instead of keeping it a secret, and all it’ll do is remind all your enemies that both of your outfits are good at your fraggin’ jobs, yeah?”

      Getting groups like this to shake hands instead of kill each other was good for everyone but the cops, and screw them, anyways. More criminals doing business and less criminals stacking bodies in the streets meant a smoother-running city. That’s a win to me.

      Two containers a month. An enterprising crime lord could fit a lot of dirty profits in two cargo containers a month, two containers that another crew was doing all the hard work on and had already handled the up-front expenses for slipping past customs. The Octagon and their Red Dragon patrons had biz here in Seattle, yeah, but they were also a constant shadow presence down in San Francisco, and had interests further south, same as everyone else. Jesus, Buddha, and Zeus knew the Ancients wouldn’t help another syndicate get their claws into any stops at Portland, in elf country, but Billy Shen’s bosses could make a lot of money with access to under-the-table cargo transport to the West Coast’s other major stops.

      And, hell, I told myself I’d be doin’ someone, somewhere a favor. Desperate folks being shipped somewhere by the Triads could do a lot worse than a proper container an Ancients-trained crew had a vested interest in making sure made it safely from point A to point B. If this whole outfit was gonna be centered on smuggling illicit goods, and if they were setting everything up to make it as smooth-running as possible, and if they were certainly going to be smuggling people into and out of one coastal country or another, maybe some Triad-trafficked human cargo was catching a lucky break by getting put aboard the Elfy Express.

      “That’s absurd, absolutely n—” Rook started in.

      “One.” Belial cut him off. Belial was one of the very few people in the world that could. The big, brassy leader of the Ancients didn’t say anything else, just that single correction to my sales pitch.

      “Okay. You get full access to one container a month, not two.” I turned and looked at the Triad trio, Smiling-Billy-Dragons. “Sound good?”

      Billy chewed thoughtfully on his toothpick for a long moment, mild crow’s feet appearing as he squinted at Belial. Then he took three long-legged steps towards the broader, but not much taller, elf, and stuck a hand out…for a shake.

      The Seattle Ancients’ bigwig gave a matter-of-fact nod, took the Triad killer’s hand in his own, and brought peace.

      For now.

      Belial let out a whoop and the parlay turned into a party. Rook gave me a sour look to make sure I knew he wasn’t the one who’d invited me, but Blitz waved their leather-wrapped compatriots forward. Smiling Eastern Wind waved her muscle forward, too, and a bevy of expensive killers in cheap suits swaggered up to meet the Ancients, along with a handful of affiliated go-gangers in leather biker pants and flashy vests. The distant ring of parked cars let out honks and flicker-flashed their headlights to celebrate, and someone produced a keg like magic. The two crews who may’ve butchered one another with startlingly similar whoops and waves mingled like old friends, instead, merry-making sped up through the liberal application of slap patches and hand-rolled smokes.

      They were vice peddlers. They knew how to relax, when the streets gave them a chance to. Their money-making plans were in motion, they were talking excitedly about how they couldn’t wait for the first run to go out next week—Belial offered them cargo space in that first run, earning a high-five—and the party progressed.

      I relaxed and made merry for about a half-hour, which was as much relaxation and merry-making as I had in me these days. I wasn’t gonna snatch my pay and bail—being the first to leave an organized crime gathering made you look suspicious—but I was too old to be pulling all-nighters for fun with Chinese gangsters and forever-young outlaw bikers. All that energy of theirs just made me feel old.
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