
  
    [image: Shadowrun: Lethal Knowledge]
  


  
    
      SHADOWRUN: LETHAL KNOWLEDGE

      ▾   ▾   ▾

      
        SHADOWRUN

        BOOK 76

      

    

    
      
        MALIK TOMS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

    

    
      
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?

      

      
        Go Deeper Into the Sixth World!

      

      
        Shadowrun Fiction Ad

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Grim Fox stood still, hands at his sides, staring at nothing. The bedroom was quiet, save for the faint hum of distant traffic bleeding through cracked insulation. The carbon flex board walls were painted beige, like everything else in this corporate hellscape. A flickering holoframe of a cow hung crookedly above the bed. The mattress showed stains that were probably newer than Grim Fox hoped.

      He walked over to the window, peering outside between the buildings at the hard light of midmorning. The sun was high enough now to cast sharp shadows and bleach the edges of the skyline. The sprawl was fully awake, traffic noise rising like static, AR signs blinking with ads and warnings. The city hummed with purpose.

      He stood there a long while as Nero spoke low, almost conspiratorially, trying to explain to the young man what his spell was meant to do. Grim Fox didn’t like magic that messed with your mind. The space between what was real and what was imagined was already tenuously thin. There was no way to be absolutely sure that what a spell dragged up from the well of memory was the truth as it was, or as you imagined it to be.

      Grim Fox wondered where EnJee and Shen were. He wondered if they would have been so quick to agree to what Nero was proposing.

      Finally, he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jeans and turned toward Nero and the young man sitting side-by-side on the twin bed. The young man looked at Grim Fox with tired, terrified eyes.

      Grim Fox forced a smile and the faintest of nods. “You can trust Nero. He won’t hurt you.”

      Now Nero sounded relieved when he spoke to the young man. “When my spell begins, it will feel like buzzing between your ears. When that happens, I want you to listen to my voice. Think of me as your guide, and try to remember the moments I direct you toward.”

      The mage rested both of his palms against the young man’s temples. Nero took a deep breath, and his brow furrowed in concentration. The young man relaxed at first. He closed his eyes, and his face drooped as if he were sleeping. Then Nero spoke. “I want you to remember the time before. You are at home. Your mother and your father are there. Do you remember?”

      The young man nodded.

      “Move us forward. Take us to the last time you saw them together.”

      The young man started wriggling in the mage’s grip, as if the spell were hurting him. Nero squeezed tighter, but his voice remained soft and calm. “Tell me where you are right now.”

      The young man continued squirming. “He’s yelling. He’s angry. She’s scared, and he’s so angry.” He squeezed his eyes shut and whimpered.

      “Is it hurting him?” Grim Fox asked the mage.

      “No, but he doesn’t want to remember. He’s waging a war against himself.”

      Suddenly the young man shook so violently Nero had to brace himself against the bucking head in his hands. “Can you tell us what they are saying?”

      The young man’s face puckered, resisting the effort to speak.

      “You are safe here. You are in control.”

      Grim Fox felt his coppery skin prickle watching them. He rolled his neck and tried at first to lean back against the window, but the stillness only agitated him more. He wanted to leave them to it, to wait outside until it was over, but he needed to be here, in case something went wrong, no matter how uncomfortable it made him, no matter how much this strangeness was beginning to terrify him.

      The young man began to mumble nonsensical words along with his plaintive whimpers. Grim Fox started to pace the small room, walking a line in the space between the bed and the window.

      Nero made soothing, shushing sounds, then asked, “Why is he angry?”

      “Because he knows what she did.” The young man said, each word clipped hard. A smile flickered across his face.

      “What did she do?” Nero asked.

      He didn’t respond.

      Nero asked again. This time the young man’s body went rigid. Grim Fox’s hackles rose, that gut-deep sense something was about to go sideways.

      “Tell me what you’re seeing.”

      “He’s coming,” the young man said in a voice so flat and emotionless it sent a shiver down Grim Fox’s spine.

      “Who is coming?” Nero said.

      The young man didn’t respond. He opened his eyes and stared directly at Grim Fox for several seconds. He didn’t even blink until Grim Fox looked away.

      “Who is coming?” Nero asked again.

      “The other one.” His voice was barely a whisper.

      “What does he want?”

      “He is going to kill me.” The young man squeezed his eyes shut again. Tears traced more rivulets down the sides of his face.

      Grim Fox went still, watching the young man with that sick, sinking feeling growing stronger. “Maybe you should stop, Nero.”

      “No, it's working. He’s remembering.”

      It didn’t look like he was remembering. It looked like the effort was tearing him apart. “Nero, stop!”

      The young man's body jerked, head thrashing hard enough that Nero nearly lost hold. The mage gritted his teeth and forced the young man’s head forward, leaning in until they were eye-to-eye, as if his sheer proximity could make the process work.

      “He’s going to kill me. I can’t stop him. I don’t know how,” the young man moaned.

      “Who? Your father?”

      “He’s close!”

      “Let us help!” Nero shouted back.

      The young man’s voice went completely flat again. “He’s here.”

      That’s when it all went to hell.
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      8 DAYS EARLIER

      “Turn left here.” EnJee’s voice poured from the car’s surround speakers, despite the fact he was in the back row of the SUV. Their dark-skinned British hacker was fully submerged in the Matrix, a tightly strapped seatbelt the only thing preventing him from falling over with every turn.

      “Are you sure?” Grim Fox’s voice was a baritone—not the deep bass befitting a troll of his size. He kept his hands tight on the steering wheel. Ten and two. His eyes remained on the Częstochowa city police cruiser in front of him. It had pulled onto the road directly in front of their SUV two stop lights ago, but so far had taken no notice of them.

      “Make the turn, mate.”

      Grim Fox did. Their utility vehicle was a large, sleek thing that on his native side of the planet would probably be named after a mountain sprawl like Tahoe or Durango, likely with an XXL or XXG tag, letting buyers like him know their horns wouldn’t scrape the roof. Here it was just called a 430p. The designation felt to Grim Fox as ordinary and indistinct as the new street he eased it onto.

      On either side of this new road, the buildings looked like they’d been constructed only months ago. AR space was littered with grand-opening ads ranging from restaurants to curio shops to displays from competing chapels encouraging the faithful to see their particular brand of Mass. The sidewalks were tightly packed with all manner of pedestrians wandering and sightseeing in the midday sun.

      Częstochowa swelled with the type of individuals drawn by so-called Sixth-World oddities or business opportunities. The City of the Saints was anchored by the Jasna Góra Monastery, which began experiencing ghostly sightings, apparently of the Apostles, shortly after the Awakening. The city became a pilgrimage site. Local businesses expanded, dressing themselves up to fit the expectations of Catholic tourists looking for a holy experience. Eventually, the megacorps arrived in search of their share of the profits.

      Grim Fox glanced in the rearview mirror, where a sweaty, blond man in a rumpled gray suit—their client—sat pressed between the two other members of his four-person team. In contrast, Grim Fox and his team all wore identical black Berwick armored business suits, creating the image of an executive protection detail.

      On the client’s right sat Shen, a pale Japanese elf, the face of their operation, who was playing the role of their lead officer tonight. Her jacket was marked with shiny Perun Security lapel pins, her black hair long and braided, exposing her pointed ears. Sunglasses completed the look.

      Shen turned to the client and said, “How are you feeling, sir?”

      “Hoping for this to be over. Soon, perhaps?” The client’s English, unaided by software, was rudimentary and thickly accented. His frazzled tone matched his appearance. It was obvious from the instant they’d walked into his office on the forty-third floor of Providence’s Cathedral Tower he’d never been extracted before. He barely managed to hold the security detail ruse together as they escorted him from the building.

      Grim Fox’s appearance in the security detail helped sell the lie. When anyone saw a cybered troll in a business suit, high-priced muscle was the first assumption. Nero’s appearance made it a certainty. The slender Italian man had deeply tanned skin and no obvious cyberware. First indication someone spun mana was that they ran clean, a ’ware virgin. Cyberware wasn’t only ubiquitous in the Sixth World, it was cheap. Corporate manufacturers made sure anyone could afford baseline ’ware. It was kind of like the drug trade that way—the first taste was free, or as close to it as possible. Then people got hooked, amping up every part of themselves, until they forgot which parts were still metahuman.

      Magic, on the other hand, wasn’t cheap. The ability was still rare enough that most countries and corporations tested their citizens for magical aptitude. Those who had the talent were plucked out of the crowd like prize pigs. An exec with the aura to pull a mage on their security detail wasn’t going to get asked too many questions on the way out the door.

      EnJee was the riskiest part of the operation. Datajack and skilljack ports dotted his mohawked skull, creating an appearance which was decidedly not corporate, so they left him in the car. But slouched in the back of the SUV and dressed in a knock-off Berwick suit, even he looked the part of a corpsec support engineer cleared for vehicular support.

      The ruse worked—or at least they thought it had until a half hour ago, when EnJee picked up Matrix chatter linking their car’s GridGuide ID to a missing person—the same person now wedged between Shen and Nero. Since then, EnJee had hacked deep into the local GridGuide system, tracking the location of local police and Providence’s own Perun Security vehicles while constantly swapping their own vehicle’s ID signature with other passing vehicles of similar make and model.

      Up ahead, the light turned red, and Grim Fox eased the car to a stop. A fly affixed itself to the windshield wiper of their 430p. Pedestrians flooded into the crosswalk. He watched a trio of nuns cloaked in white robes and long black veils move slowly across the intersection, the suited pedestrians around them remaining at a respectful distance. The already thin line between business and faith was razor wire in Częstochowa.

      Shen said, “Not long now, sir.”

      The client responded, “I drive these roads myself many times. We should be clear of city and to extraction fifteen minutes ago.”

      Over the speakers, EnJee said, “Well, then you know this city of yours is a bloody maze, yeah?”

      “The city is not a grid, no. But it is easy to see we head away from the highway.”

      Shen held up a hand, silencing both the client and EnJee. “Sir,” she said, “we recognize your concerns. We’re doing our best to circumvent local security and get you safely to your extraction point.”

      The client hmphed dismissively, clearly trying to maintain what little sense of control he had. For a while no one else spoke. The sound of the client’s hands slapping nervously against his thighs provided the soundtrack as they eased through the thick traffic.

      He wasn’t wrong. They should’ve been out of the city by now. Grim Fox couldn’t shake the feeling that if they’d had a rigger behind the wheel, they would’ve been. In his old life, everyone had a role suited to the operation. A rigger would have these roads mapped into their neural responses. They’d know where to go, and would have trained on how to avoid any potential dangers. It would be a sight better than an unaided driver taking directions from a guy jacked into GridGuide from the back seat.

      The first time Grim Fox had folded in with this unit, he thought they were amateurs. EnJee especially. The hacker was a loose cannon. It made Grim Fox wonder how many runs he’d actually pulled off. The way Shen told it, EnJee had been running the shadows for forty years, giving him plenty of time to build up both attitude and ego. That would mean EnJee was already old before Grim Fox was even born. The guy looked like he was in his late forties, but elves aged slowly. In some cases not at all.

      Nero, on the other hand, could be trusted to behave the way you expected him to in the field. The problem was, he wasn’t exactly combat effective. He couldn’t provide a lot of the magical support Grim Fox was used to in rendition operations.

      Back before that first job, Shen had carried the team, pulling double duty as both the liaison and point operator in the stack. One look at the three of them, and Grim Fox had decided that first mission would be his only one. Years later, he still caught himself laughing at how wrong his assessment had been. Shadowrunning worked differently than the military operations he’d grown accustomed to. Here in the shadows, Shen’s gift for dealing with people, Nero’s creative spellcasting, and EnJee’s unparalleled skills in the ’trix had kept them alive time and again. Grim Fox trusted them, even when his instincts told him he shouldn’t.

      The fly was still there when Grim Fox braked the car to a stop at the next light. He stared at the tiny insect, considering if it was the meaningless thing it appeared to be, or perhaps something more insidious. Then he flicked on his windshield wiper. It rode the wiper for a few defiant revolutions before it flew off.

      “Take a left here again,” EnJee said, voice more distant through the speakers than it had been before.

      “We drive in circles. They will catch us if we drive in circles,” the client said. His slapping had progressed to rubbing, wrinkled suit fabric bunching between his fingers.

      Grim Fox turned the wheel, checking the side and rear mirrors to see if anyone followed. Nothing but a dozen other vehicles that looked more or less like their own in the bright anonymity of a corporate city.

      “Make a right, then take the first left you can,” Enjee said. “That will put us on a road we can ride straight through to the seventy-five.”

      His directions led them onto a street that was older and more residential than what they’d seen up to this point. Here sun-faded apartment complexes mixed with shopping malls that lacked the fresh glaze of AR slapped over the newer parts of the city. Stuffer Shacks held down corners crowded with street kids who looked like they could be from anywhere, belong to any gang. Their 430p stuck out like a manicured thumb in this part of the sprawl.

      The client said, “No. This is wrong. We are in the old town now. Jest slumsy. It is only safe here what belongs to the Church. The gangs respect the Church only. Security tells us never to go here.”

      “The Church owns Providence Corporation,” Nero said, “so why wouldn’t members of the corp be safe here?”

      “No. Not as you say.” The client was clearly surprised by the question. “A relationship does exist, but this is not ownership.”

      Nero frowned. “Yet your corporation is led by a bishop in good standing with the diocese. Forgive me if I don’t understand the distinction.”

      The client wiped his brow with the sleeve of his jacket, then said, “Providence Corporation does as it wishes without the say or even knowledge of the pope.”

      “Acting in good faith is a tenet of the Church, regardless of who is watching.”

      Grim Fox cocked an eyebrow at that. He knew Nero to be a religious man, even understood it played a fundamental role in how he was able to conjure magic. However, he’d never heard Nero talk about faith or religion. If it happened at all, it happened in private moments with Shen.

      The client said, “Faith is not always enough to keep us from doing wrong.”

      “What would make you think that?”

      The client considered the question for a moment. Then he pointed at a bracelet on Nero’s arm. It was composed of small, polished wooden beads, with a pendant depicting a man holding a cross in one hand and a book in the other as he stood in front of an altar. “You wear the rosary of St. Benedict. Does this mean you are Catholic?”

      Nero nodded.

      “Yet you are also a shadowrunner. How you live is separate from your faith. Just so, there is much about Providence that is separate from the Church—far more than I can speak of. Far more than I wish to know. Providence does what the Church should not.”

      Grim Fox listened, not at all interested in the religious banter. He was after what was beneath it. This was supposed to be a typical extraction and relocation. The client had billed himself as another disgruntled corporate executive switching logos in a vain effort to up his status, or at least his bank account. When Perun Security had started pouring more assets into the pursuit than what the client’s corporate rank indicated he was worth, Grim Fox’s crew knew there was more to the extraction then they’d been led to believe. There always was.

      In the silence of the SUV they all waited for the client to continue, to unload his burden. When he did not, Nero said, “Blessed is the one who does not walk in step with the wicked, or stand in the path of sinners, or sit in the company of the scornful.”

      Grim Fox didn’t pretend to know anything about religion beyond what flashed across the trideo while he was channel surfing, and the handful of prayers Nero consistently muttered at the start and end of a run. This wasn’t one of those.

      The client stared at Nero’s bracelet. Grim Fox drove through another crowded intersection, leaving the slums and returning to the hustle and flow of the city. Finally, the client said, “For centuries, the Vatican would conduct research and explore truths, including those that ran contrary to their teachings. Their labs and libraries drew the great minds of the world. The Spanish flu was studied in a lab beneath Specola Vaticana. The Hong Kong flu, and many others you may never heard of, were first studied beneath a microscope at the Pontifical Academy of Sciences. The Church funded all manner of research. Now we live in an age of corporatization. Many things are outsourced.”

      “To Providence,” Nero said.

      The client’s silence confirmed it.

      Nero added, “If the Church conducts research to seek out truth, I can’t imagine any darkness at the heart of what they seek.”

      “It is as I said, the Church and the corporation are not aligned in all things. The church has always studied plagues, to learn from them. To prevent them.”

      “Is that what Providence is researching?”

      Grim Fox stared into the rear-view mirror long enough to watch the client make the sign of the cross, touching his head, chest, and both shoulders. “Yes. But perhaps not as you imagine. They are studying a retrovirus called HMHVV. The Human-Metahuman Vampiric Virus. The vampire virus, many call it. However, our research is not concerned with the spread or containment or wyleczenie. I only handled the data. I believe we meant to understand it in the light of God.”

      “I don’t understand,” Nero admitted.

      “They learned of a discovery. It was not one that we made. We learned that experiments could be…conducted to bring us closer to certain answers. However, the cost of this…”

      “What are you trying to say?” Nero said.

      But the client refused to say any more. Grim Fox waited for Nero to prod him again, to draw out another bible verse from who knows where. He half expected EnJee to chime in with a snarky response, or Shen to join the conversation and coax more information out of the client. This was another way the shadows were different from his former military life: information was currency here. It seemed their client had more information on sensitive operations than they assumed when they took the job.

      “Why tell us now?” Grim Fox asked. The client didn’t respond. No one pressed the issue, so Grim Fox kept his eyes on the road and kept driving.

      Two more lights brought them to another busy intersection with signs that promised entry to the Trasa Europejska E75 highway if they turned left, but a traffic accident jammed that road. A black Renault-Fiat 430p, identical to their own, had run onto the sidewalk and collided with a light pole. A pair of BMW 4000GTs with Perun Security logos stamped across their doors were parked end-to-end just beyond the wreckage, blocking most of the lane. The passenger doors of the security vehicles opened and an officer from each vehicle began moving toward the wrecked car. A driver stayed behind the wheel of each car, scanning the road. It looked as though two Perun men who climbed out were going to tend the injured, but Grim Fox could see each man held a Colt Cobra TZ-110 discreetly at his hip. This was no friendly assist.

      “Look sharp, Grimmy,” Enjee said. This time his voice projected directly into Grim Fox’s cybernetically enhanced ear. “That wrecked car is broadcasting one of our previous vehicle ID tags. I dumped it on ’em three minutes ago.”

      Grim Fox cursed under his breath. Instead of forcing his way between the two security cars and onto the relative safety of the highway, he continued forward slowly through the intersection. He was starting to feel like they was in a maze—the horror hologame sort where everyone else inside knew their way around, and were actively working to keep them from getting out.

      “That was the turn there, was it not?” the client said. However, Grim Fox kept straight on past the next block before he turned left and left again, doubling back the way they came.

      The client turned in his seat and said, “That was the highway! Why are you passing it?!”

      “There’s a chance we got made by a drone,” Grim Fox subvocalized to his unit, remembering the stubborn fly.

      “When?” Shen replied in the same manner.

      “A few lights back. Nero?” Grim Fox glanced quickly in the rearview mirror to see Nero close his eyes and exhale slightly.

      “Nothing trailing us on the astral,” said Nero, “but there is a lot of activity in this area. I could have missed it.”

      “Why is no one talking?!” the client shouted in the suddenly eerily-silent vehicle. That was when someone’s commlink buzzed and started blaring out the brutal opening riffs of a sprawlpunk song.

      Grim Fox watched in the rearview mirror as Nero turned to the backseat, reached into Enjee’s pocket, and killed the incoming call. The hacker was plugged into the Matrix, unable to move his physical body. He knew better than leaving the device on like that. It was unprofessional and another distraction gnawing at Grim Fox’s already frayed attention. A few seconds later, the commlink started up for a second time. Nero ended the call before the music could really get going.

      EnJee’s ringtone sparked up a third time. The sound crawled along Grim Fox’s nerves like a cockroach. He knew the band, Undead Robot. He even knew the song, “Burning Man.” All the punk kids in his pueblo listened to them when he was growing up.

      “Can someone kill that for good?” Grim Fox glanced at the rearview mirror and saw Nero reach into EnJee’s jacket and kill the commlink call. The client muttered something guttural under his breath.

      “English only, mate.” The speakers carried the swift reply from EnJee.

      “He was just wondering why we’re taking phone calls at such a critical time,” Shen said, then offered a reply to the client in Polish. EnJee’s commlink thrummed to life again.

      This time Shen turned around, reached back, and pulled the commlink out of EnJee’s pocket, checked the call display, and killed the call. As she did, Grim Fox saw a flash of neon purple spasm through the tattoo-like circuitry running along the back of Shen’s neck and into her shirt collar. Shen’s circuits spoke her emotions, but the language was complex, Zhuhai-built, and coded to color frequencies that symbolized the opposite of what she was truly feeling. Purple, normally associated with romantic feelings, actually meant she was feeling nervous. It was a neat trick, built in so deep she couldn’t remove it without rewiring her entire endocrine system. That kind of thing cost money, more money than they could make living SINless in the sprawl.

      Over the comm, EnJee said, “Bloody hell. They aren’t just tracking our car. They’re tracking him.”

      “How do you know?” Grim Fox said, though he’d begun to think the same thing. When they took this job, the research on the client pegged him as a mid-level data manager, high enough up the food chain that a personal security team escorting him to an offsite meeting wasn’t out of place, low enough that no one would look twice. Now he was talking about vampires and secret Vatican research. His revelations, the fly drone (if that’s what it was), the number of security vehicles surrounding that other identical car—all of it could very well mean Providence knew the client was running, and was significantly invested in getting him back. If Grim Fox’s team was wrong about how much the client meant to Providence, then maybe they were also wrong about how Providence was tracking their asset.

      Shen subvocalized, “Nero and I both checked him when we brought him into the car. If he’s being traced, it has to be indirect—tied to cyberware, maybe?”

      EnJee huffed loudly over the comms. “If they embedded tracking info in his cyberware, they could triangulate the weak signal it puts out, but it wouldn’t be easy. That would explain why they’re chasing down cars and setting up roadblocks on the streets and highways.”

      Shen said, “It would also mean this guy is worth a lot more to Providence than we were led to believe.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m thinking,” Grim Fox said, suddenly regretting how little they’d agreed to be paid for this job.

      “Tell me what is happening!” The client slapped his hands against his thighs, punctuating every word.

      Nero cleared his throat. “Apologies, sir. We are changing the route. Your corporation prepared a security response on the highway.”

      The client’s face went ghost-white. “You must get me out of this city.”

      “That is what you paid us to do.” EnJee’s dry tone cut in over the speakers. “How about we cut the chatter till then, yeah?”

      “I need a route,” Grim Fox subvocalized.

      “Don’t have a clear one yet, mate,” EnJee replied, “I’d tell you to take the next left, but there are two more Perun security cars one block over. Going straight isn’t much better. Local police are cordoning off the road up ahead. They aren’t tracking this new ID tag yet. No bleeding way they could’ve known where we’re going unless they already have a general sense of where we are.”

      Grim Fox spun the wheel right, heading away from the Church-owned section and back toward the older heart of the city. The maze was getting smaller. The streets ahead were crowded. Pedestrians filled the sidewalks; suit-clad wageslaves mixed with tourists, families. Grim Fox didn’t think Providence would risk a public shootout, but he also had no way of gauging exactly how important the client was to them.

      Shen reached under her seat and retrieved an FN P93 Praetor submachine gun. The client stared at her, startled. “What is happening?”

      “Nothing to worry about, sir. Just a precaution.” Shen ejected the magazine, inspected it, and slapped it back into the weapon. The ink on her neck shifted from nervous purple to a tense dark blue.

      EnJee disconnected from the Matrix and sat up in his seat. He sighed loudly and, dropping the pretense of a subvocal channel, said, “We’re just not geared up for this, mates.”

      “If you have a better idea, I’m ready to hear it,” Shen subvocalized.

      “Yeah.” EnJee pointed at the client. “We let this go tits-up. If we dump this manky slitch right here, I’m willing to bet security lets us drive right off. We haven’t drawn blood. Flipping hell, they can’t even prove we’ve broken any laws. They’ve no beef with us.”

      “We have a responsibility to our client, EnJee,” Shen said, bringing the argument into the public space.

      “Yes! Yes! I paid you. I can pay you more. Double!” The client was practically screaming now with the realization of his situation, his face flushing with color and sweat.

      Grim Fox fought back the urge to wrinkle his nose. He could practically smell the man’s desperation, and that left him feeling like they wouldn’t get out of this city without a fight.

      EnJee shook his head, the hint of a smirk playing on his chapped lips. “Fair offer, but double still ain’t worth dead.”

      “I can show you how to find the research!” the client pleaded. “You wanted to know what Providence was doing? The information is worth millions. I will show you if you help me escape!”

      EnJee raised an eyebrow, thoughtful. A silent exchange flickered between Shen and Nero.

      Grim Fox swore through clenched teeth, eyeing the three of them in the rearview mirror, and said, “Come on. You all did the simulations same as me. Providence owns this city. The only way this job worked is if security doesn’t catch on, and Perun rank-and-file is already on us. EnJee, you’ve called out, what, six vehicles? That’s a dozen armed officers closing in. If this guy is worth what I think he’s worth, they’ll have a fast response team here in under five minutes. That means heavy weapons and at least one mage. What good is millions if we can’t escape in the first place?” Grim Fox scanned the rear-view mirror, looking from one member of his team to the next. Shen shook her head no. In the furthest row of seats, EnJee’s smile showed missing teeth.

      Nero said, “We need to do this, Grim Fox. This man is in danger, and it is our responsibility to save him.”

      EnJee said, “My vote’s always on the nuyen. That makes it two.” His smile widened to a rictus as he added, “But you’re driving, so in my book that leaves the final tally to you, samurai.”

      Grim Fox grimaced. EnJee insisted on calling him a samurai, aligning him with the modern warriors who worked in the shadows, yet still held themselves to a level of honor and professionalism reminiscent of the Bushido code. Some believed in the code so completely that they would sacrifice their own lives before betraying a client or a contract. EnJee knew the term got under his skin.

      Grim Fox had never been a samurai. He wasn’t even a soldier anymore. In his old life, he would’ve done everything in his power to put the mission first. That life had ended in the desert wreckage of a transport helicopter years ago. Yet he still believed in keeping his word. He believed in doing the right thing as he saw it. Above all else, he believed in protecting the people in his unit.

      Two Perun cruisers slid into traffic behind them. Grim Fox spun the wheel hard to the right, clipping the curb as they sailed into an alley barely wider than their vehicle. A few meters later, he stopped the SUV and turned in his seat. “Get out.”

      The client froze, face betraying a flash of disbelief. None of the others said a word. Behind them Perun officers poured out of the vehicles, weapons raised.

      “Please,” the client gasped. “Proverbs tells us we must rescue those being led away to death. You must help me!” He clung to Nero’s left hand with both of his.

      Nero’s jaw tightened, and guilt reddened his face, but he said nothing.

      “Get out now,” Grim Fox said, voice low and steady. He reached a long arm across the truck and pushed open the rear passenger-side door. “I won’t ask a third time.”

      “You can’t leave me here!” The client seemed to fold in on himself, shivering. When he saw Grim Fox clench his fist, he scuttled out of the vehicle.

      Grim Fox slammed the door, triggered the locks, and drove on. In the rearview mirror, Grim Fox could see the client starting to run after them, pleading, and then security cars filled the alley behind him.

      Grim Fox kept driving, folding neatly back into the flow of traffic. As if on cue, EnJee’s commlink blared to life for the fifth time, and “Burning Man” wriggled through the silence.
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      There were still dead spaces in the world where the lights of one sprawling megalopolis faded into near darkness before another began. Just under an hour after abandoning their client to his fate with the Providence Corporation, Grim Fox pulled off the E75, away from the approaching glow of Warsaw-Lodz Sprawl, and into that darkness. Following Shen’s directions, they transferred to a northwesterly two-lane expressway interspersed with sickly yellow lamps.

      After the alley, EnJee’s commlink hadn’t rung again. No one asked him about the calls. Nobody spoke at all. Other than Shen feeding Grim Fox a new route, each runner kept to themselves, working through what had happened in their own way.

      Grim Fox focused on spotting tails in the rearview mirror. As far as he could tell, they hadn’t been followed. EnJee was right about that, at least. The old elf claimed to know the ins and outs of shadowrunning better than anyone Grim Fox had come across. In Grim Fox’s experience, EnJee was excellent in the net, but fairly useless outside it. However, he was never careless. When things went sideways, he didn’t try to be more than he was. In the end, EnJee did what he was best at. He made it someone else’s problem.

      Nero was slouched in the seat behind Grim Fox, still brooding over what had happened. Grim Fox knew he ought to find an opportunity to apologize to Nero, talk it out, explain his reasons for leaving the client behind. The mage was serious about his faith guiding him. There were jobs they couldn’t do because Nero couldn’t stomach what was required. They all had lines they’d draw in the dirt and promised themselves they wouldn’t step over. Yet, the longer Grim Fox stayed in the shadows, the more those lines started to fade for him. The only clear one he had left was not putting the people he cared about in danger for a cause he didn’t believe in. All the people he truly had were sitting behind him as he drove deeper through the darkness between the sprawls.

      “Abandoning our flight home, are we?” EnJee said over the noise of a local radio broadcast playing crappy covers of a band the overly chippy DJ referred to as Voo Voo.

      “Ask Shen,” said Grim Fox. “This is her detour.” When she’d told Grim Fox to pull off the E75 he didn’t question it, certain whatever she had planned was better than sitting in this discomfort waiting for a smuggler to show up and fly them the rest of the way back to Amsterdam.

      “Cupcake isn’t set to land for another few hours,” Shen said. “I’m bringing us somewhere we can swap this out for a clean vehicle. There’s no sense in showing up in a compromised ride and putting her hoop in danger.”

      “Safety first, yeah? Where exactly are you’re taking us?” EnJee said.

      “The Friar’s Conclave,” Shen replied.

      Nero’s face lit up. It was the first time he’d done anything but frown since the alley. In that moment, he reminded Grim Fox of a kid who just learned he was going to SpinWorld Amusement Park back home. Shen put her hand over Nero’s and squeezed it.

      EnJee grinned slyly. “That’s what I like to see! Bit of a spark still left in you, eh, mate?”

      “What’s the Friar’s Conclave?” Grim Fox asked. He seemed to be the only one not in the know. That was happening a lot lately.

      “Do you remember the story I told you of the Apostles appearing in Częstochowa?” Nero said.

      Grim Fox nodded, signaling for him to continue.

      “Well, there were others, not sanctioned by the church, who would gather at a place not too far from here and summon other spirits of the faith. People from the city would walk for days to bear witness.”

      Shen picked up the story. “Turns out it’s still a thing. The most recent one started five days ago. They gather twice a year, and the Conclave can last for weeks.”

      “A proper detour,” said EnJee. “I’m actually looking forward to seeing what the old and pious do at church camp.”

      Nero took the bait. “It isn’t a camp, EnJee. It’s a pilgrimage site. It is a place I can reconnect with the faith after… After what we did.”

      “Still, it is odd you’d have us nick a vehicle from good religious folk like yourself.”

      Nero’s expression was thoughtful. He said, “Scripture says the heart of the act matters as much as the act. The Lord judges the purpose, not the theft.”

      Shen smirked. “Besides, if the Saints have a problem with it, they can take it up with the insurance company.”

      Grim Fox said, “You know, I always thought church revivals were a Confederate American States thing.”

      Nero grinned. “You Americans think everything is an American thing.”
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        * * *

      

      The road leading to the site was a cascade of cars and vans bearing bumper stickers ranging from stick figures of families to the Christian cross, both large and small. Several also bore curious stickers that began with some version of Tell your cat I said…

      Grim Fox didn’t quite get the joke. He didn’t get cats in general. He’d heard once that the Matrix was popularized by cats. String-theory-level conspiracy stuff, but it held up; not too long ago he stumbled across an entire node dedicated to cat-related material. Some of the more esoteric stuff was only available peer-to-peer. JackPoint for felines. He didn’t want to believe such a thing could exist, but it definitely did. He’d even heard for a time that Amsterdam boasted a cat-themed museum with nothing but cat art. Grim Fox had never found comfort in pets. Unlike Nero, he never found comfort in religion, either. There had to be some kind of connection between his aversion to the two, but he couldn’t quite put it together.

      “Looks like we’re here,” Nero said.

      They could’ve been approaching the edge of another sprawl. Lights burned away the night, carving out space for a parking lot at least four European football stadiums long and wide. There had to be several thousand people here. Chartered buses sat parked in long rows, their drivers standing around smoking and talking. Unfamiliar music boomed from distant speakers. None of it was in Grim Fox’s native English. All the traffic and bustle felt like grade school trips off the pueblo before he stopped caring about grade school, and eventually the pueblo. At the center of it all was a white tent so large Grim Fox struggled to understand how it remained upright.

      “Tell me again why we aren’t worried about Perun being here?” Grim Fox said.

      “This isn’t run by the Vatican or Providence,” said Nero.

      “It’s gaudy, loud, and bloody perfect,” EnJee said.

      Grim Fox knew a little about traveling carnivals like this from his time growing up in the pueblo. The devotees and the desperate flooded these pop-ups in search of cures, excitement, even just a chance to follow a charismatic leader not restrained by the formal tenets of the church. In spite of the bright lights and carnival atmosphere, he suspected this was another version of the snake handlers he’d been warned to stay away from as a punk kid in search of meaning.

      That meant at least a portion of the people here would be easy marks. Easier still to lift a low-end vehicle with all the attention fixed on the action.

      Grim Fox steered the SUV past the main lot, continuing down a long road that ran alongside rows of vendors, revelers, and fire breathers, until he found a quiet place to park at the back of a lot far from the lights of the main event. There, the team exited the vehicle and began stripping their gear off and packing it into black duffel bags. Afterward, they silently went to work on the 430p itself.

      Another lifetime ago, when he was still training to become a member of the PCC’s Department S, Grim Fox’s CO told him the soldiers around him had to be like an organism—no wasted parts, everything working efficiently and together to perform a singular function. The analogy never resonated with him. An organism didn’t replicate functions the way a military unit did. A military unit cross-trained so that when a member went down, that person’s task could be absorbed by another. The analogy made more sense now that he was with a shadowrunning team. As they erased every aspect of their presence from the vehicle, he and Shen fell into their normal roles of cleaning the interior with a mix of bleach-based sprays and anti-microbial blue lights. EnJee reset the vehicle codes to the original chassis number, while Nero scanned and removed any trace of them from the astral.

      It was the same as when they were operational. Shen was their best sharpshooter and a highly skilled hand-to-hand fighter, and Grim Fox had a similar skill set. EnJee and Nero were the outliers. Both had unique skill sets no one else on the team could replicate.

      Once the vehicle was physically, magically, and digitally wiped of all traces of their presence, Shen said, “Since we’re good on time, Nero and I are going to check out the festival. It would be kind of foolish to come this close and not see what all the hype is about.”

      “We’ll hold position, see if we can find a new ride,” Grim Fox said. He checked the time readout in his cyber eye as he watched them go. He synced the number in his mind, connecting it to how long they had before their rendezvous with Cupcake. Then he stared after the pair. The change in Nero’s energy level from earlier told Grim Fox he was working to bury what happened in the alley, shoveling it under excitement and anticipation. Grim Fox watched Shen lead him into the crowd, looking like everyone else who’d come here in search of some form of salvation.

      “Never took you as much of a jealous bloke,” EnJee said beside him.

      Grim Fox tilted his head in confusion. “You know it’s not like that.”

      “Not like what, exactly? Not like you come off a bit gutted every time you see them two carrying on like normal sorts? Making the family way and all? There’s nothing wrong with having a taste for the domestic sort of life.”

      EnJee was being nice, which was unusual. Grim Fox didn’t respond, just waited for the punchline. “I suppose you better get on with that, then, given how long your type has in the years department.”

      And there it was. “You know it’s a myth that trolls have shorter life spans.”

      “Says the twenty-six-year-old who already acts like he’s in his forties. It’s no myth, mate. Just some helpful advice. From a friend.”

      Grim Fox grunted, eyes drifting back to the crowd. After a while, he said, “Are you ready to talk about what’s really going on?”

      “Not sure what you mean, mate.”

      “Shen’s off distracting Nero. You’re here trying to do the same with me.”

      “Nothing gets past you, neh?”

      “You’re an asshole, even unprofessional at times, but those calls. During the job. That was unusual.”

      EnJee shrugged. He fished in his suit jacket, retrieving a slender cigar. He fished around again and brought out a small cutting tool, which he used to snip the tip off one end, and carefully pocketed the debris. Then he held out the cigar to Grim Fox.

      Grim Fox folded his arms, waiting.

      “This is a bleeding Churchill! I spent good money on this.”

      “It’s your victory cigar. For a job well done, right? Well, since we didn’t finish the job, we don’t deserve to celebrate the victory.”

      “Right.” EnJee lit the cigar anyway, took a short puff, and continued. “Years back, I set up a special number. Only true wankers have access to that line. I’m talking about the kind who can get me accesses I can’t get anywhere else. It’s not a simple pick-up-and-dial situation, or the sort of thing you could misdial on a bender. It takes real doing. I called it my Cobra Line—got the idea from a newsfeed⁠—”

      Grim Fox interrupted, “COBR line. Direct line to the Cabinet Office Briefing Room.” Every government and extraterritorial megacorporate structure has a version of one. Most call it the red line or the Strategic Hotline.

      “I keep trying to forget you’re a military bloke, but you just won’t let me.”

      “Why would you need a Cobra Line?”

      EnJee didn’t answer directly. Instead he said, “Only a few people left in the world with access to that number. If I call them from it, they’re supposed to pick up. Conversely, when it rings…”

      Grim Fox said, “So, who was it?”

      EnJee sighed, cigar smoke training from his nostrils. “Ekon Abioye.”

      Grim Fox didn’t know Ekon Abioye personally. The man had helped them get out of a tough situation a year and a half ago, when a run had gone sideways, and Nero wound up kidnapped and smuggled to Russia. Without Abioye’s intel and support, they may not have reached him in time. Even now, Nero still felt responsible for putting everyone’s lives at risk. Grim Fox knew how the mage would react upon hearing Abioye had reached out to them, likely with a favor in mind.

      He didn’t press the issue further. EnJee was a man of few words, most of them foul. He didn’t go about repeating himself, and if he wasn’t sharing more now, it was a subject for all of them to hear together.

      The silence didn’t last long before EnJee broke into a smile and said, “You surprised me back there.”

      When Grim Fox didn’t bite, EnJee went on. “Figured you’d dig your heels in, mate. Demand we finish the job, go down with the ship, or whatever blokes like you say these days.”

      “Blokes like me call that standing for what you believe in.”

      “Sounds like another reason for the shortened lifespan.”

      “Don’t you believe in anything, EnJee?”

      “Yeah, profit, clean tech, protecting my mates, screwing over the megas, a good smoke where I can find it. Bad trideo, I suppose. I believe in that too.” He ticked each one off on his long fingers.

      Grim Fox shook his head. “Be serious. You didn’t want to fight it out any more than I did, not for some sweaty client looking for a better payout. I’ll die on the battlefield for a mission I believe in. This wasn’t that.”

      “Samurai after all, then?”

      Frustrated, Grim Fox sighed. “I’d love it if one bad job didn’t mean I needed to worry about where next month’s rent was coming from.”

      “You’re speaking my language, mate. But I’ve been in it a lot longer than any of you. Let me help you get to the end faster: Every runner I’ve met who needed to believe in something’s already in the ground. Sooner or later you do drek you swore you wouldn’t. Then you’ll decide to either keep doing it, or let the shadows move past you. You already made your choice today. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “I chose the preservation of my team over the payday. I’d make that choice every time.”

      “Hope for you yet.” EnJee kicked off the front of the 430p and started walking deeper into the lot, eyeing cars as he did. Grim Fox turned and followed.
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        * * *

      

      They stole a light blue ’71 Ford Econovan covered in the dust of hundreds of passing cars. That told Grim Fox it likely belonged to a worker, a true believer, or someone else who’d be lost in the rapture of salvation long enough for Grim Fox’s crew to get to their rendezvous five hours away and out of the country before any alarms were raised.

      He eased into the driver’s seat. Passenger vans were ideal for someone his size. Not a lot of cars on the market were designed to take the size and weight of a troll. Fewer still offered seating that expected trolls to be anything other than a driver. That not-so-subtle corporate racism passed as smart business in the Sixth World. EnJee climbed into the front passenger seat and immediately jammed open the glove box and started rummaging around. He found half a pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

      They picked up Shen and Nero near the front entrance. Nero handed her a cigarette and lit it for her as she settled into her seat. As the lights of the revival faded in the distance, Shen took a few drags of her cigarette. She looked over to EnJee and said, “Okay, old man. Let’s hear it.”

      EnJee took his time to light up and inhale a deep drag. Finally he said, “Ekon Abioye wants to meet.”

      Grim Fox watched Nero’s face redden in the rearview mirror.

      Shen tried to lighten the mood. “I’m thinking about the look on Cupcake’s face when we get to the pickup and tell her we need her to fly us to Lagos instead of back home to Amsterdam.”

      EnJee shook his head. “That’s just it, love. Abioye’s in Amsterdam, and wants to meet tomorrow evening. He’s calling in that favor.”
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        * * *

      

      It took a full hour longer than expected to drive northwest across Poland. Road closures and security toll booths forced them through switchbacks of two-lane highways and small towns. The country, like most of northern Europe, had been decimated twenty years ago by toxic disasters and the resulting Virally Induced Toxic Allergy Syndrome. That led to a Russian invasion and, eventually, a civil war to reclaim the nation. All of this had ended when Grim Fox was barely a teen.

      Scars from the war and the virus still colored the landscape of a country that hadn’t fully healed. Few signs of life existed in the space between the sprawls. What did were ramshackle villages rebuilt in the shape of their own ruins. AR placards warned of lingering allergens that could still shut down a person’s lungs. They kept driving, Grim Fox watching the dwindling fuel gauge, hopeful he wouldn’t need to risk trying to find a place to refuel.

      By midnight, they reached the Baltic Sea. Staying west of Free Tricity, they left the main highway and turned toward the outskirts of the unincorporated suburb of Ustronie Morskie. Black alder and sessile oak trees reached over the narrow road to form a thick canopy that made their headlights the only light for miles.

      Up ahead, a shaky red targeting laser shot out from the left side of the road. A split second later another painted their vehicle from the right, both emanating from sources just outside and above the reach of the headlights.

      “We got drones. I’m thinkin’ it’s Cupcake,” Grim Fox said. He slowed down and flashed the headlights four times, then shut them off entirely. His Shiawese-Vector-built cybereyes adjusted automatically, shifting his vision into the infrared spectrum. Now he could make out the source of the targeting lasers. Two small quad-rotor drones hovered against the tree line, one on either side of the road. Up ahead he watched a bulbous combat drone drive into the middle of the road.

      “There’s Chili,” he said of the drone. A second drone he knew to be called Sprig floated into view beside it. He guided the van after the drones as they backed off the road down a short path toward the seaside. There a GMC Banshee waited, warming up for liftoff. The peculiar vehicle best resembled a cross between a tank and a rotorless helicopter, and belonged to a class of light armored vehicles collectively known as Thunderbirds or T-Birds. These Vectored Thrust Crafts were extremely popular with smugglers due to their long range, maneuverability, and ability to fly low enough to the ground to avoid radar detection and the missiles that inevitably followed.

      The team parked the van at the edge of the trees and performed a quick wipe-down as they had with the last vehicle. They grabbed their gear and one by one loaded onto the waiting T-Bird.

      It felt like being back in the service every time Grim Fox crawled into one of these. He could still make out the faint military markings on the hull from when it was operational in the Eurowars. He never asked Cupcake where she got it, but it was clear from the discolored and mismatched armored panels that her ride had been put back together several times over.

      The motorcycle jacket tossed over the back of the pilot’s seat looked older than Grim Fox’s twenty-six years. The rigger it belonged to was a young human woman wearing an oversized shirt and distressed jeans. Grim Fox knew her to be small and skinny, a fact that made her one cyberarm stand out, as it was designed to portray a level of muscularity she did not have.

      “You’re only a little late this time. Any trouble?” Cupcake smiled wide enough to make Grim Fox break into a grin.

      “No more than usual,” he said, then added, “How’s the build?”

      She shrugged. “At this point, putting that motorcycle back together is down to finding parts that hardly exist anymore or machining them myself.”

      EnJee cut into the conversation. “Aww, we both know it isn’t about functionality. Riding a bike is about roaring down the street so loud it wakes the entire block.”

      Cupcake laughed. “You’re still riding?”

      “Don’t have much patience for cars. Except as a passenger.”

      Nero followed Shen into the vehicle. He handed Cupcake a small vial of dark brown powder. “It’s a local version of allspice I thought you’d like. Picked it up at a festival.”

      Cupcake positively beamed. Over time working with her, they’d discovered her love for cooking and unusual ingredients. Nero had developed a habit of looking out for spices she might like. It was one of the little things that made contacts like Cupcake keep working with them, even when things didn’t always go perfectly.

      The rear compartment of Cupcake’s T-bird wasn’t large, but she always kept it cozy enough for Grim Fox to feel safe curling up and closing his eyes. He’d been awake for the better part of two days, and it was starting to catch up with him. He folded up his jump seat, sat down on the cabin floor, and laid his head against the seat bottom like a headrest.

      “How are you always so relaxed in these things?” Nero said, struggling to find a comfortable sitting position in his own jump seat. It was hard to hear him over the roar of the engines thrumming below them. Some riggers tuned them to be loud. Smugglers, like Cupcake, built in exterior sound suppressors so they could slice through the region making as little noise as possible, but that often meant the sound of the engines bounced back up into the cabin and the cargo area—where Grim Fox now felt his eyelids growing heavy.

      He never got around to answering Nero’s question.
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        * * *

      

      Grim Fox cracked his eyes open. He stretched and scratched at the worry spot just behind his shorn left horn. Then he sat up and looked out of the port window. The view of Amsterdam as dawn broke against the city was magnificent. Cupcake was skimming—running her T-bird out low over the waters of the IJsselmeer to avoid being pinged by radar.

      From this altitude, the city skyline ran together like a long line of glass and ferrocrete skyrakers like burning pyres as they reflected the rising sun. They’d have to get up high—50 stories maybe—to see that the warren of buildings twisting into the sky were actually six separate corporate enclaves spread between the surviving neighborhoods and narrow canals of the drowned city.

      “This view never gets old,” Shen said.

      “You should see it from the astral,” Nero added.

      Grim Fox once thought he would never see sunrises as beautiful as he did growing up on the pueblo. Then Amsterdam defied every last one of his dour expectations. Somehow toxic fumes made it even more beautiful, a tradeoff for the destruction the Black Tide had sown across the city. Back before the Awakening and before Trolls like him existed outside of folk tales and nightmares, a Category 6 hurricane pushed polluted waters down from the North Sea, flooding the low countries. The tide never fully receded, turning Amsterdam-Noord into an island, and Wespoort into oceanfront property.

      The Black Tide was part of what drew Grim Fox to Amsterdam. A city drowned in toxic sludge half a world away was the perfect place for a man on the run. He did his research. The Pueblo Corporate Council had no eyes here.

      Cupcake set the Thunderbird down in a dry dock boat graveyard the Dutch Penose criminal organization used as a smugglers’ runway, but kept the engines running. The team said their thanks and goodbyes as Grim Fox trotted off to a nearby locked shipping container they’d paid the Penose to use as a long-term parking spot for Grim Fox’s big silver Ford Percheron. The truck wasn’t fuel efficient, and had about as many dings and scratches as Grim Fox did, but it was invisible—the kind of thing you could leave around and not worry too much about it getting stolen. The kind of thing people expected a troll to drive.

      It was a handful of quiet blocks between the docks and the Klein-Hoek tenement in Oost Grim Fox called home. This was close enough to the toxische ödlande, the name given to the wasteland formed in the wake of the Black Tide, that he could afford to rent a unit with door and ceiling dimensions to fit a troll. Nobody asked complicated questions, or asked for a SIN to get a lease.

      The Klein-Hoek tenement consisted of four apartment buildings all in a row. The backside of the apartments faced the brackish waters of the IJmeer with a seldom-used boardwalk and a narrow road mostly used by city workers to access the dumpsters. The front side opened to a concrete lot that pulled triple duty as courtyard, basketball courts, and parking for the few occupants affluent enough to own a vehicle.

      Grim Fox stayed on good terms with the local Bekakt Jongens gang. When he and his crew were off on a long job, the gang would meet up here and keep watch over his apartment and their vehicles. Over the past year, they’d even reached out to other members of Grim Fox’s crew independently to help with problems they couldn’t solve on their own.

      Grim Fox parked his Percheron close to his building, between Shen’s black Dynamit and EnJee’s red and black Harley Scorpion. As they stepped from the truck, Grim Fox spotted the armed lookouts stationed at the top of each eleven-story building, the corner crew pacing the sidewalks, and finally, the muscle gathered on benches close enough to the road to serve as a quick reaction force in case anything went wrong. Even in the first hour of sunlight the streets were hard at work.

      An orc teen broke off from a group of six kids parked on a bench between two adjacent buildings. He jogged casually up to them, one hand still in his pocket. “Welcome back,” the boy said in a voice deeper than his baby face suggested he should have. He extended a hand to Grim Fox. They clasped at the forearm, shook three times, then clasped at the hands, shook once, then fist bumped.

      “Alles goed hier, Bas?” Grim Fox asked. His Dutch was chip-driven and choppy.

      “All is good. Nothing changes around here.” His reply came in accented English, which felt more natural than Grim Fox’s fumbling attempt at Dutch. Both men were watching EnJee bend down, examining the Harley Scorpion with the care of a doting parent. “11B was looking for you, though.” Bas chuckled.

      “Yeah? Did she get that package I left for her?”

      EnJee cut in before the kid could respond to Grim Fox’s question. “Ay! I see you’ve nicked the paint there. Second time that’s happened!”

      Bas stared at EnJee blankly and said, “No idea what you’re talking about, omae.”

      EnJee stepped forward and pointed to a small fleck of white on the otherwise flawless red paint. Bas bared his teeth and stepped forward, meeting the threat. EnJee didn’t back down.

      Shen said, “I hate to interrupt whatever this is, but you two are genuinely wasting my time.”

      EnJee looked from Bas to Shen, considering. Then he said, “Fine. I’ve had enough of you lot. I need a reset and several drinks.”

      He gave Shen a quick kiss on the forehead before climbing onto the Scorpion. The bike’s engines revved up loudly, and he leaped on the throttle, spinning the wheels to life in a cloud of smoke as he peeled away from the curb.

      “Don’t know why you put up with that guy,” Bas said under his breath.

      “Same reason you do, kid,” said Shen. “He’s damn good in the ’trix.”

      Bas huffed in mollified annoyance
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
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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