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      I’d seen Rachèle mad before, but never this pissed off. Her dark skin practically glowed red in the drekky flickering “security” light in the alley behind our even drekkier hotel. Her eyes looked ready to shoot darts, and her hands were balled into trembling fists.

      The idiot stood before her in the once-bus-bearing alley, apparently unaware of the many ways she could relocate him to a world of hurt. (She’d been getting a few upgrades, saying, “If you keep doing stupid drek like you’ve been, I’ll need to get you out of there even faster.” It was nice she cared.)

      “It’s not that big a⁠—”

      “Chummer,” I interrupted our new manager in a bid to save his skin. That’s me, Twinkle Toes, 195 centimeters of red ork, best fraggin’ bass player in this part of the world, and savior of the stupid. “Don’t.” He’d been doing well enough that he was worth keeping around. Not as corp-drooling as Sloan (rest in pieces), and more chill. His name, though, was a problem, because...you know what, I’m not even gonna say it. It’s too stupid. Makes our keyboardist Lance seem like a hero. (He’s not. He’s a loser.)

      “It’s not that bad,” he persisted, too stupid to know when to back out.

      Rachèle’s head swiveled, eyes glaring at him, and I backed away slowly, away from the rigger who stared and didn’t say anything (no words are worse).

      Ca—nope, not sayin’ his name—didn’t seem to think at all, because he kept going like some doped-up street samurai chugging cheap beer at karaoke. “We can just buy a new bus.”

      I took another step back as he spoke. I liked my skin fine where it was—on my body.

      Rachèle’s head cocked slightly to the left.

      Another step.

      “That one was old anyway,” he said.

      My breath hissed out. Ametheest walked in to report on what her spirits had found, but I shook my head. She raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow and stayed silent.

      I didn’t raise no fool.

      “We could get something better!” He threw his hands up.

      Rachèle’s hands loosened.

      Silver walked in, wearing a long black leather jacket—less conspicuous than her usual silver—a scowl stamped on her face, from mouth to cyber-enhanced silver eyes. That meant no luck. Good sense or training, or sheer survival instinct, made her pause, then step protectively in front of Ametheest.

      Drek, I wanted to hide behind her, too. Even without her katana, Silver was a force to reckon with.

      “Something shinier, with a bigger band name!”

      He just kept going, didn’t he?

      “Should we just leave?” Silver asked over our PAN. I wasn’t sure if she was asking me or Rachèle. I didn’t really want to go, because drek, this was about to be the best show in town.

      “You should take him out of here now.” Rachèle said. “I don’t want to geek him. It’s a distraction I don’t need.”

      Ametheest walked up to stupid-head-manager, put her slender arm around him, and said something about next potential shows. Her hair wasn’t teased as wild as it would be on stage, a purple braid lazily tumbling over her shoulder.

      Silver nodded at me and followed them out of the alley. If she had found something, anything, she would have told us. Rachèle had come to the same conclusion, and I could sense her deflate.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, not sure what else to say.

      “Your stuff was in there, too.” She replied, her usually crisp voice soft.

      “Ya, but it was just stuff. The bus was...” I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. She’d smashed the bus into buildings, had dragged us across the border to escape (highly justified) corp anger. Had fixed her up, revved her, took care of her. Still slept in her, even when we had rooms (okay, most of us stayed in the bus. It was home, you know?), and she’d been getting enhanced to get even more in touch with the internal workings of the machine. “Frag, I dunno what it was to you, but I know it was…special. Like family.”

      She gave me a thin smile. “I knew you’d get it, Twinkle.”

      I didn’t, not really, but I knew that look. The long glances at where the bus had been, a dry spot in the damp night, quickly vanishing in the shitty weather.

      “How’s Bleeding Blossom?” she asked, visibly forcing herself to stand taller and her voice to be stronger, despite the slight tremor.

      “She’ll be okay.” Blossom had been putting her drum set away when they’d attacked her. She wasn’t geeked, which was great. But we’d lost...well, everything. Our instruments. Our memories. Our freaking home.

      Everything had been in there, and that reality began to crush my brain into a headache.

      “We gotta figure out where they took her, Twinkle.”

      Her. Okay, that bus was even more than I’d thought.

      “We will,” I promised, hoping I’d be able to keep my word. “That bus is family. An’ Top Drek stands up for family.”
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      Apparently, Lance didn’t get that the bus was family.

      “No way I’m goin’ in the Matrix without a fraggin’ good reason,” the blue-bearded dwarf had protested before picking up a cheap paperback novel, considering the matter closed.

      “I can’t go in the Matrix without my deck,” Blossom mumbled from the thankfully troll-sized chair, self-medicating with a bottle of some awful smelling drek, while Silver held a cold compress on the back of her head.

      Ametheest’s eyes were closed, probably still hunting. Rachèle had become sullen, leaning against the wall of our too cramped room with two small beds, which was all we could afford. The stupidest manager in the world wasn’t here, which was nice.

      Look, it’s not like we had savings. We lived for the day, died for the moment, or whatever crap other (worse) rock groups sang about.

      Ametheest’s eyes snapped open, and she growled. “This is really annoying,” she said, then turned to Rachèle. “I’m sorry. I can’t find them at all. They must be using some kind of barrier or...I don’t know. Maybe my spirits aren’t the best at tracking.”

      “No, I’m sure you did everything you could.” The unspoken words hung heavily in the air. Unlike others.

      Rachèle stared at Lance. I turned to look at him. Silver and Ametheest did the same.

      He looked up from the drek book he was reading, some old mystery or something just as inane. I didn’t care. “We tried magic, and tracking on land,” I said. “You gotta go into the Matrix and see if you can find them.”

      “Bus ain’t in the Matrix,” he mumbled in a suspiciously subtle way.

      “Look,” I said, “I know you don’t like going in there, but⁠—”

      “No.” The word was so simply spoken it stopped me in my tracks.

      “Can’t force him to go in if he doesn’t wanna, Twinkle,” Blossom gently said. The right side of her face had to smart, with all those bruises turning dark blue on her light gray-green skin. Ametheest had healed her a bunch so her head would be fine. But still, they’d hurt her, bad. And Blossom was a troll, willing to do massive damage (while enjoying herself), so they’d done her dirty and had attacked from behind.

      “But—”

      Blossom stopped me with a look.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “So, what’s our next move? We don’t have any instruments, our biggest cred sticks are gone and, well, so is everything else.”

      Blossom didn’t have her deck. Silver didn’t have her favorite silver coat. Ametheest’s mic and magic foci had been on there, too. She almost never parted with it, either, so it was even more annoying...

      “The more I inventory what we lost, the more it sucks,” I said, sliding down the wall to sit on the cheap, synthetic (and dirty) carpet, beside Rachèle. “And we don’t have our bus.”

      “Charlaine,” Rachèle said. “I called—call—her Charlaine. Seemed to fit after all her upgrades, the old girl got us through some tough times. Figured she deserved a name.”

      “Charlaine’s a good name,” I said.

      “They’re probably stripping her for parts already,”

      No one said anything. I mean, what could you say to the anger and grief tinting her voice? We just sat with her instead, the silence like a heavy blanket. Hands draped lazily on my knees, I looked at Ametheest. Sensing my eyes on her, she turned to me.

      A grin played on my lips, as I tried to sing the first line. Hey, look, my voice ain’t that great, but it’s serviceable, and I ain’t gonna ever let perfection stop me. Drek, I’d get nothing done.

      “She ain’t wasted,” I started, not quite sure where the lyrics would lead me.

      “She ain’t broken,” Ametheest picked it up, voice like marble to my rough cement.

      “She’s just missing,” Silver followed, a smile playing on her lips.

      “Just gotta find her,” I finished.

      Blossom smiled, and Lance looked like he was pulling out of his unusual funk. Rachèle offered each of us a thin, grateful smile. “This song’s got heart, just gotta find the right lyrics. Same with Charlaine,” I told her.

      Rachèle rallied. “Okay, let’s think this through: Who’d have benefitted the most from stealing her?” she asked, going all detective on us.

      “Been thinkin’ ’bout that,” Lance jumped in, pointing to his book like some fictional sleuth was gonna pop out and enlighten us in some posh British accent. “Could be some super fan, but they wouldn’t have hurt Blossom. So I’m thinking it’s people lookin’ to make a quick buck, or more likely, someone who doesn’t want us to sound good on stage.”

      “Could be anyone, in other words,” Rachèle said.

      “I need a new deck,” Blossom said, looking better. Ametheest looked drained, undoubtedly having healed the troll as much as she could, and Silver joined her, sitting side-by-side on the bed.

      “We need money to get that,” I said.

      “Sorry.” Rachèle bit her lower lip. “I really thought Charlaine was safe, with all my security⁠—”

      I cut her off. “Not your fault. Seriously. We’ve all made our choices. Honestly, I always thought it was more likely one of us would get jumped and our credstick stolen than the whole bus being stolen.”

      “Okay, so we need money,” Ametheest said softly. “That’s goal one.”

      “We could get a gig,” Silver offered.

      I looked at her dubiously.

      “We could,” Lance cut in.

      I mean, they weren’t wrong. We’d had one amazing gig in Ottawa that had bought us other gigs, but we seemed to keep falling more and more into corp-dom, which we were desperately trying to avoid. A nearly impossible thing to do in Québec City.

      Old, beautiful, corporate...the city stood at the heart of the République du Québec. Sheltered for years after its post-Awakening founding, only in the past couple decades had outsiders been allowed in, including English speakers. The architecture was both old and cutting-edge, the people both friendly and aloof, spoken and unspoken words told stories in accents, and the place felt electrified with art and fear and that lightning tang in the air that something good might happen, but it might just blow up in your face, too.

      Know what I mean, tabardrek⁠1?

      We’d found idiot-manager there, and he’d been thrilled at finding gigs in all the boring places. We’d tried a couple of bar gigs just to stretch our legs (and have some brawling fun), but Blossom always pulled us out before the Gendarmerie could descend and, when it was clear the gigs made her too nervous, we stopped.

      She had history here, and if she didn’t want to be in the bars, we were hard-pressed to say no. It sucked that she just wanted to do corp gigs—the private kind with no advertisements.

      Good money, little visibility.

      No heart.

      “This place sucks,” I mumbled. The scent of—I’m pretty sure—rotten meat curdled in from who knows where, like a stinky guitar riff to my words.

      “Amen to that,” Rachèle said.

      The door flew open (there’s that scent), and our-slicked-back-black-hair and cheap-gray-suit manager walked in. “I called the Gendarmerie,” he said, pleased with himself.

      Blossom jerked up. “You what?”

      “For the bus!” he said. “That’s how you get it back. That’s how this works.”

      Blossom’s eyes went wild. “I have to leave.”

      We all jumped to our feet. She focused on me. “Twinkle, I can’t let them see me.”

      “Rachèle, you give them the info they need, but nothing about Blossom.”

      “Got it, Boss.”

      “Ametheest, you keep them focused on the bus.”

      “On it.”

      “Silver, Lance, just...make sure we’re not followed.”

      “Got it.”

      “Stay off the PAN until I give the okay,” Blossom said.

      “How will we find you?” Ametheest asked, looking for a few seconds like the lost little girl I’d found at a gig more than twenty years ago.

      “We’ll contact you,” I said, placing a red hand on her tiny shoulder. She was fierce. Determined. And a part of her forever scared, scarred by whatever had happened to her as a kid. The past she refused to speak about.

      That was fine by me. As long as she kept on singing and living.

      “We’ll always find you, kid,” Blossom leaned down and kissed the top of the elf’s head, troll lips on purple hair.

      “You can’t just go!” Panicking-manager-man could stuff it, and I pretty much told him as much with one pointed look. Before he could hyperventilate (I didn’t have time to deal with that), Blossom and I slipped out of the room. The good part about not having any stuff meant our packing was real fast.

      We slipped out of the motel into the cold, frigid night, rain turning to ice. They were calling for a snowstorm overnight, first of the season, and it would frag everything up. Always did. That turned our concerning lack of a bus into a potential drek-show. We’d be losing limbs to frostbite if we didn’t figure ourselves out quick.

      Blossom took the lead, slipping into dark alleyways. One of the youngest metroplexes in North America, Québec City was also one of the oldest cities, with beautiful stonework that’d make you weave lyrics for days. Not that we were anywhere near there—way too close to La Citadelle, the Gendarmerie’s headquarters.

      I followed Blossom, who obviously knew her way around the darkened passageways. She’d been mostly keeping to herself since we’d crossed the border a few months ago. Decking in more, being more distracted. Not wanting to hang out at bars, or have fun, really. I knew she was from here, and that she hadn’t wanted to come back...frag, I wish we’d had more options. We’d fragged the wrong corp in UCAS, had papers to get us across easily enough (thanks to our first annoying manager, now dead, not terribly missed), and so we’d run the only way we safely could.

      I missed my old brawling buddy.

      
        
        Saw you, heard you, loved you, lost you.

        Found you again, in the back of beyond.

      

      

      Nah. That wasn’t right. Had to work on those lyrics. They hadn’t been coming as frequently. Guess even my brain was bored and lacked the usual destructive inspiration of chaos and brawling. Needed new lyrics, but needed my friend more.

      Just had to figure out how to get Blossom back to her usual self. Like that was an easy thing to do.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 “Tabardrek” – combination of old Québec profanity “Tabarnak” (meaning “tabernacle”), and the Shadowrun curse word “Drek”
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