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As Poppy assumes you already know, this book you are reading titled “The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 11: Bleeding Innocence.”....is not the first entry in the series. To ensure you are up to date with the Frame 27 series thus far, and to remove any confusion, Poppy has listed the chronological order of all entries in the series leading up until now.
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Eviscerator X Chainsaw: Pathogen Trigger.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 2.
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Eviscerator X Rebellion: Brokers Wrath.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner: Act 3.
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Eviscerator X Destruction: The Devils Son.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Guns of Crow Steiner: Act 4.
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Eviscerator X Homicide: Spectre of Death.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner: Act 5.

––––––––
[image: ]


Eviscerator X Substance: Ongoing Rhapsody.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner: Act 6.
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Eviscerator X Perception: Milepost Notturno.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner: Act 7.
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Eviscerator X Saturn: Caste of Dreams.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 8: Autumn Chamber Elegy.
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Eviscerator X Molecule: Dragon Module.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 9: Heads or Tails.
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Eviscerator X Glacier: Lancaster's Tower.
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The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 10: Tears of the Junklands.
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Eviscerator X Regicide: Hail to the Chainsaw.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Guns of Crow Steiner Act 11: Bleeding Innocence.

This list will be updated in later entries in the series to ensure no one is misguided in the order in which the stories events take place. Because Poppy hates two things more than anything in this world, walking into a half-told story, and spoilers!... But that's just Poppy's opinion. This is the end of the chronological order notice. Enjoy the rest of the story.
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- Yours Sincerely - Poppy Honeycomb.
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Chapter 1




Along Came an Idol..Again.
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It is a night where snow falls heavily on Frame 27, cascading in blizzards that rival the power of a mighty avalanche.

In the clutches of this wintry maelstrom, those unfortunate souls ensnared beyond the comforts of shelter find themselves lodged within a nightmarish concoction of ethereal fury and desolation.

In stark contrast those who are safely indoors get to look on at the Frame 27 streets and bask in the modern day wonder that is industrial strength central heating.

It's a must for those who live in the city in the skies where it's always winter.

That said, for those still on the streets, namely one young dark-haired girl in particular, she is forced to bear the brunt of this unforgiving weather in addition to being chased by a demon.

A winged creature that is soaring through the skies after the poor woman as she runs, narrowly avoiding as it shoots lines of magical fire energy at her.

Sure, a blast of fire would warm her up, but it's not exactly and ideal choice for those who are attached to their flesh.

???: Leave me alone!

The girl screams, hoping the demon will for some untold reason show mercy to her if she sounds sincere enough.

Frankly speaking, it doesn't work.

And so she is chased further down the streets as other Frame 27 residents run into stores, cars and alleyways, locking doors and gates behind themselves to leave the girl fending for herself.

Though this is, without question cowardly on their part, it's also somewhat understandable since most, if not all humans commonly do not possess the means to easily fend off a demon of this overwhelming power, with an aerial advantage to boot.

But understanding their fear and moving past her own are two completely different things entirely for this poor young woman as she struggles to hold onto her sanity whilst saying to herself.

???: Just keeping running, the Messiah's office is close...

Clearly planning to enlist the help of Jesus, he would be a rather good choice in resolving this mess for the poor troubled soul, but as she continues to run for her life on the streets right now, what she might be saddened to know by the time she arrives is that Jesus isn't in his office building right now.

No one is, really, barring Eviscerator, Touchette and of all people Viola.

It's rare indeed for a such a trio to get together, and as the girl in the street continues to draw closer to the office in question, Viola sits across from Eviscerator at the cyborg's supposed desk within the main office floor.

Amidst the silence,Touchette sits a cup of coffee down before her and bows before leaving to return to tend to other domestic affairs around the office.

Viola still finds Touchette's hospitality to be unnerving given their chequered history, yet she makes no comment on it beyond simply cringing at the cup and instead focuses on the previous thing that caught her attention about this visit.

Viola: So...you actually have your own desk here?

Eviscerator: What do you mean "actually"...? I work here, so why shouldn't I have a desk?

Viola: Huh...I don't have a desk at the Steiner's Murder office.

Eviscerator: You expect me to care, why?

Viola: I dunno, it's just kinda weird, don't you think? Our jobs are basically the same, but how we do them seems radically different.

Eviscerator: Don't compare your small scale operation to the scope of the old man's. Jesus ran this company with a higher quantity of people before I showed up. There are more desks than Cherry has odd socks in this place.

Viola: You expect me to get that comparison?

Eviscerator: The girl's spacey and loses her socks a lot on laundry days. It's really not that hard to put two and two together. Honestly.

Viola: You sound stupidly frustrated by that. Can't she just buy more socks?

Eviscerator: An obvious solution to the problem if one cannot find their socks, yes. But the problem is she never throws out the old odd ones, and keeps losing singular socks out of the new pairs she buys. Meaning she just keeps magnifying the problem infinitely. I'm beginning to wonder whether she'll actually be able to dress herself at all soon with how disorganized she's getting.

Viola: Yeah, that weirdness isn't what I came here to talk about, Eviscerator.

Eviscerator: Of course. You're here to complain about your inferiority complex stemming from your lack of a desk. Like I told you before, there's literally hundreds of desks in this place and four sentient beings living here. So take you're pick of one and take it home if you like.

Viola: What? There's no way in hell I'm wasting time doing that.

Eviscerator: Did you not just say you needed something to do paperwork on?

Viola: No, I just said it's weird that you have a desk and I don't. It's not exactly what you would consider to be among a girl's necessary work materials for being a hired gun.

Eviscerator: It is if you want to look professional. Oh, and I reiterate that it is a good place for doing paperwork.

Viola: Look, I don't need a stupid desk to make me good at my job. If Crow needs me to fill out anything? I can do it at his desk...or my vanity table.

Eviscerator: How the demons would be all a quiver at the thought of their very death sentences getting signed next to the lipstick of a former bubblegum flavoured pop idol...I can just see it now.

Viola: Oh bite me, you fucking jerk. I don't have to sit here and listen to this.

Eviscerator: You're right, you don't. And yet you're still here. Which leads me to believe that you are indeed serious when you say that this has nothing to do with desks?

Viola: Well, duh. I already said that much.

Eviscerator: Yet you're still taking an excessively long amount of time getting to the point in what you want.

Viola: That's because what I need from you is super hard to ask for, and it makes me feel stupid. You'd be doing the same thing if you were in my shoes.

Eviscerator: Doubtful. If I were in heels? I think I'd have greater concerns. But the added height might make me feel more powerful than I already I am. So I fail to see how I would do anything outside of simply demanding what I wanted and seeing how far I would get.

Viola: Yeah...that does kind of sound like you, alright. (Sighs)...OK, so here it is. I have a favour to ask of you, so please listen to-...

Eviscerator: No way.

Viola: Hey, fuck you! You didn't even let me ask!

Eviscerator: That's because I know it's already going to be a pain in the neck. You normally just get your way with things by twisting my arm and exploiting Cherry and the ninja as a workaround for not getting to do what you want. This time you've sent them down stairs to spend some radically unnecessary time "getting to know one another better" in your words whilst we chat here. You're even going as far as to use the word "please" with me. I don't much like this, and everything within me is telling me to hit the ejector seat before things get out of hand.

Viola: Oh come on, it's not that bad.

Eviscerator: How can you know, when you're not the one on the receiving end of your audacious request?

Viola: How do you know it's even that...audacious? You're just jumping to conclusions because you assume this is about you.

Eviscerator: It's not?

Viola: Why is THAT so shocking to you?

Eviscerator: Normally 90% of our interactions involve you lecturing me for something, so I must say I have grievous doubts about your claims. But the fact that you'd even take this approach is starting to make me curious. So you may make your request.

Viola: Ugh...do you have to be so crass about it?

Eviscerator: I can always just stop listening and instead head downstairs to see what Cherry and the ninja are up to. Watching them try to fumble through a conversation would be a million times more interesting than whatever the hell this is.

Viola: OK, OK...Look, stop dragging me off point and I'll just tell you what I want, alright?

Eviscerator: I'm listening.

Viola: You're aware of those chance house places, right?

Eviscerator: I've had some experience with them, as I think your office has too, if memory serves?

Viola: Yeah, kind of.

Eviscerator: Do you have a debt in one of those dives, or what?

Viola: No, I just wanted to ask about something in relation to your experience with them...well, those places and your casino swindling days on the surface world.

Eviscerator: Hold on, are you probing me for tips on cheating casinos out of money!?

Viola: No. No... Well, kind of. But not in the way you think. I want to know the tricks, but not so I can score cheap cash.

Eviscerator: Then what in God's name could you want it for?

Viola: It's your card counting tricks. Both Nova and Cherry told me you're crazy good at winning every card game you play. And I wanna-...

Eviscerator: Win every card game you play?

Viola: No...Of course not. I was just wondering if you could give me some tips on how to beat 1 person...at least once.

Eviscerator: Who?

Viola: Promise not to laugh?

Eviscerator: No.

Viola: Ugh, fine, whatever. It's Crow.

Eviscerator: Why would I laugh at that? It's not even particularly funny. In fact, it wouldn't surprise me if he was actually a professional at the majority of card games I'm familiar with, given the amount of time he spent killing hours with human soldiers over the years.

Viola: Yeah, we're all grateful for his service and all that stuff. But at the same time, I get bored of losing every single hand against him every time we play poker. I want to beat him once...or at least give him a slightly better challenge.

Eviscerator: You don't exactly sound like you're getting bored with it?

Viola: What do you mean?

Eviscerator: Well, if you were getting bored with playing Crow at his game, then you wouldn't even want to continue doing it at all. The fact that you actually want to work at it, get better and apply yourself to the point that you can test him...even if it is by cheating, suggests there's something drawing you in about it.

Viola: I can't tell if your complimenting me or insulting me right now. I feel like I'm being insulted, though.

Eviscerator: Your imagining things. Perhaps because you are a narcissist. But I digress. Even if I do teach you ways to cheat, you'll still come up short if he notices what you're doing. It'd take a lot more practice on your part to even master the means of cheating that I could teach you.

Viola: That's fine.

Eviscerator: Is it, though? I mean, I still can't fathom why you came to me with this?

Viola: Maybe because you strike me as the perfect person who falls within that unique balance of being surprisingly intelligent, yet also being someone who is still likely to want to get one over on Crow in a benign way.

Eviscerator: Though I wholeheartedly disagree with the needless addition of the term "surprisingly" in your description of me, I will in part agree since it'll cost me nothing to do this, and it'll be quicker to just tell you what I know as opposed to hoping you'll get bored and leave me alone.

Viola: Alright, I'm down with that logic.

Eviscerator: Are you now? You did hear me say you might have to waste some time practising your skills at a chance house, right?

Viola: I heard you. I've tried looking in at a few of them, but I've been too nervous to play at them because...

Eviscerator: They take real money.

Viola: Right...As much as I bitch about losing to Crow, he's kind enough to not play me for cash. But I can't practice with anyone else at the office who is both, good enough, and...won't catch on to what I'm trying to do.

Eviscerator: That's understandable. There isn't anything Poppy wouldn't tell Crow barring special circumstances, and Nova isn't likely to employ much cloak and dagger either without a good reason.

Viola: And then there's the maid.

Eviscerator: I think that's the one person we can agree would be most useless here. I'll give her foreign translations, the eradication of dust bunnies and her peerless skill of descending into lewd dithering fantasies as skill sets where she is adept... But since none of those apply here? We can just safely say you made the right choice this time around.

Viola: So, does this mean you can teach me how to count cards in poker?

Eviscerator: You do realise that card counting in poker is not the same as in blackjack, right?

Viola: Huh?

Eviscerator: In poker, much fewer cards are shown face-up, and the deck is shuffled after every hand, making card counting less effective than it would be if you could use information from previous hands.

Viola: I see...then, what the hell is it I'm even asking for here?

Eviscerator: A good question. Do you think Crow would be suspicious at all if you suddenly wanted to play blackjack instead of poker?

Viola: No. In fact he always asks what game I want to play, and I just say poker because it looked pretty sick in a movie I saw once. And I figured "I could do that"...I thought it'd be something I could figure out if I just did it for long enough, really. But whatever. Would card counting be possible in a 2 person game of blackjack?

Eviscerator: Yes, but it would still require a lot of skill and practice to be effective.

Viola: Is it really so hard to just cheat?

Eviscerator: Using your desired method? Yes.

Viola: Why?

Eviscerator: Because to count cards in blackjack, you need to assign a value to every card while keeping an internal "running count" based on the values of the cards dealt.

Viola: Math? Ugh...

Eviscerator: You'll need to suck it up if you want this to work.

Viola: I know...but still.

Eviscerator: Look, by keeping track of the ratio of low cards to high cards, you can gain a strategic advantage in blackjack. It won't be enough to beat Crow easily, but it'll sure as hell test him in a game against you for once. Which I'm pretty sure was the real objective.

Viola: That is true...

Eviscerator: I mean, if you wanted to wipe the floor with him and anyone else. I could make a comprehensive list of 180 sure-fire ways to win every game. But card counting is comparatively easier to master for beginners. Plus, anything too off-the-wall would raise alarms in that tightly secured office you live in. Namely, any spyware or cheating tools I could offer you would get flagged by Poppy's systems almost immediately. And I have a feeling that she's likely always within close proximity whenever you're playing Crow at these games.

Viola: Yeah, right. It's probably best not to push my luck. Talking about lists, though. Could you maybe write down what you're about to tell me so I can drum it into my head and practice it later?

Eviscerator: Wouldn't you rather I just email it to you on your phone?

Viola: Poppy would find it there. You know this as well as I do. The little brat snoops when she thinks it'll be funny to laugh at my browsing history.

Eviscerator: A fair point. But where the hell could you keep your notes safe that your prying living companions wouldn't find them?

Viola: I can think of a number of good places. But for the sake of keeping things simple, I'll stick with keeping it in my purse.

Eviscerator: That's really the best you can come up with?

Viola: It should be fine, I keep all sorts of work notes in there that everyone else can't make sense of. Even my staff would complain about my shameless note taking back in my touring days.

Eviscerator: Why, dare I ask, did you need to take as many notes if you had staff and weren't killing people with unique appearance descriptions back then?

Viola: I was God awful at remembering the names of hotels and airports. Like, seriously, if there wasn't a car waiting to pick me up at the airport then you could forget about me doing the show that night, because I was not going to find my way around a foreign city so easily in under 24 hours.

Eviscerator: Remind me how you survive in our line of work again?

Viola: Uh, hello! I have become a highly capable and dependable person in my time here-...

Eviscerator: Yeah, sure you have.

Viola: Ugh...what do you want from me? Poppy is also a way better driver than anyone I ever hired on the surface world, and wi-fi is strong and plentiful here, so there's always decent GPS. Stop being such a nag.

Eviscerator: Luckily for you, I have card counting to explain to you, so I'll only nag if you keep distracting me and changing the subject.

Viola: Oh, right! Yeah, that's what we're doing. OK, hit me up with the details. I'm ready to listen.

Eviscerator takes a pen and a piece of paper and he begins to write down the details of the words as he speaks them informing Viola of everything a beginner should know about in regards to counting cards in the game blackjack.

That said, Eviscerator can't help but let his mind wander to what is going on downstairs, as Viola's scattered conversation topics are no where near as unconventionally appealing to him as Cherry's. Thus the cyborg can only wonder what she is getting up to with Nova.

Nova and Cherry, of course, are currently not as far as one might think as they are standing by the counter within Santa Claude's cafe, as Cherry mulls over what dessert she is going to get.

A process which is strangely enough taking an uncharacteristically long amount of time, as Nova offered to make the purchase of the dessert her treat in order to break the proverbial ice. Not because this was Nova's idea, but rather a suggestion from both Viola and Eviscerator who both had their own respective motivations.
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Viola, because she needed Cherry and Nova out of the way to cultivate her shady new skill and knew it'd be the perfect way to occupy Cherry's limited scope for the time necessary to work the information out of Eviscerator.

While Eviscerator's motivation was no more complicated than minimizing the risks of harm toward Cherry and the monotony of the anecdotes that she will hit him with later about the subject. The cyborg can work with what he knows easier given the unknown he faced when first confronted with Viola's bizarre request, so he sent them to a familiar location to increase the success ratios of his various predictions.
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Yes, the cold calculating natures of their significant others have led them to meticulously attending to a mundane task of simply getting a late night coffee with a bonus dessert for Cherry, but in spite of how much thought and social engineering went into the execution of this event... it seems like Nova and Cherry are blissfully unaware that they're being played to a degree.

Perhaps it's because there's no malicious intent behind the situation, meaning all doubt is therefore nullified, thus putting Nova's mind at ease.

In addition to the intent, the fact that Nova is used to following blind requests if ninja thinks she's helping in any small way makes it seem pointless to question what she's doing here.

That said, though Nova isn't questioning Viola's intention, as they stand by the glass display case at the counter still, and Cherry's eyes move from left to right across the various desserts, Nova eventually has to speak up and question Cherry's reasoning here.

More specifically, why she is taking so long to pick something?

Nova: Is it...really that hard?

Cherry: Yup, they told me the glass is bullet proof, so I can lean against it for as long as I want until I make a decision.

Nova: No, not the glass, the decision itself. Why can you not just pick a single dessert?

Cherry: Normally I go for the cutest one when it's the special menu, but-...

Nova: But what-...Oh...

As Nova turns to actually look at the display case for the first time, she notices that most of the deserts are modelled after rather crude designs, when typically speaking they'd be cute rabbits, cats, or ducks and such...

However, now, with what Nova and Cherry are looking at, the ninja can't hold back her curiosity and has to probe the mind of the closest waitress she can find, which happens to be the familiar face Jenny.

Nova: Excuse me, Jenny?

Jenny: Yeah, Nova, are you two ready to order?

Nova: No, not quite. I was wondering if I could first ask you about something.

Jenny: Sure, shoot. What do you need?

Nova: It's about these desserts.

Jenny: You don't strike me as the dessert type, Nova.

Nova: It's not for me.

Jenny: I figured. Since I was just about to take a spatula to Cherry on the display case.

Cherry: But Santa Claude told me it's fine, he said it can hold me since it's bulletproof.

Jenny: Though that's true, I think he's way too soft on you. If you were a guy and you did the same thing? You'd probably be picking your teeth up from the floor. Maybe Nova would get away with it too, though. You've got that gentle look about you that shockingly shouldn't gel with a hired gun, but easily could get you a pass on things with women and men. Seriously, I can't even deal with your soft skin. What kind of moisturiser do you use?

Nova: I don't use anything myself, but my wife and maid do throw a lot of products on my face when I least suspect it, so maybe that has something to do with it?

Jenny: Someone's a very lucky man.

Nova: Didn't you hear what I just said?

Jenny: I did, and I stand by my word. Anyway, was that all you wanted to talk about, or did you have something else to say about the desserts?

Nova: Well, actually, now that you mention it. Why are they all fashioned in the likeness of the severed heads of baseball players who have been freshly shot in the skull with a 32 calibre bullet?

Jenny: That's a weirdly keen eye you have. The reason why they are like that is because that's precisely what they are meant to represent.

Cherry: It's not the cutest thing in the world, though...

Jenny: It's not meant to be cute.

Nova: OK, but, present company excluded, is it not usually children who order off the dessert menu in here?

Jenny: There aren't many children coming in at this time of year, so no. But I get what you're saying, sweet things should probably have a sweet look, but this is all kinda part of that whole national holiday celebrating the one year anniversary of that sniper attack at the all-star baseball game that took place last year. It removed some of the world's best from the sport, and helped a church elder's favourite team win the League Title, along with both the Rookie of the Year Award and the Manager of the Year Award going to players on the same team.

Nova: The Overseer was really OK with some elder making an official holiday like that?

Jenny: I...don't actually know if it's official, now that you mention it? All I know is that one of the elders said it was the anniversary and he paid a bunch of local chain food and drinks distributors to make products centred around the event.

Nova: I see, he's stretching his church afforded credibility behind the other elders' backs.

Jenny: Seems that way, and since we buy pre-made desserts for certain seasonal events when we have a higher number of customers, we can't exactly do anything more than sell the things before they spoil. Since we can't get refunds on things like ice cream cakes, dairy dishes...or any of them, truthfully.

Nova: And putting in a complaint would be pointless, since the event will be over with by the time anyone hears about it.

Jenny: At which point anyone responsible will just say we're lying or deny accountability.

Cherry: If I have to pick one, I think the Bleeding-Nosed Shortstop or The Eyeless Catcher are what I want to try.

Jenny: How truly brave of you, Cherry. Can you narrow down your option now, or do you need some more time?

Cherry: I really shouldn't keep Eviscerator waiting too long. So I need to pick on now...I'm going to have to "eenie, meenie, miney, moe" this...

Jenny: Do what you have to, I'm not going to stop you so long as you're paying.

As Cherry begins the ancient art of "Eenie, meenie, miney, moe", Nova takes her eyes off of the situation for a few brief circuits as she almost swears she can hear a demon over her shoulder as she turns to see nothing outside of the cafe window behind her but falling snow and the exterior Frame 27 streets.

Nova stares at the window for a few seconds, and waits for something to change, but then turns back after assuming she was imagining things just in time to hear Cherry say "moe!" on The Eyeless Catcher. And to hear Jenny add.

Jenny: Excellent choice. I assume you'll want me to skip the brain fluid and gunpowder flavoured coffee that goes hand in hand with the dessert?

Nova: Just regular coffee will be fine for us, thanks.

Jenny: Alright, suit yourself. But once the season is over, it's over.

Nova: I'm sure we'll be fine.

After collecting their drinks and Cherry's dessert, the two head to a booth within the cafe whilst Nova looks out the window one final time in passing, not fully willing to let the feeling go.

Unfortunately this does nothing for the girl who is actually in trouble right now, as in spite of her best efforts to reach the Messiah's office to garner the protection that she seeks, the demon unfortunately manages to keep her from opening the door as it strikes said door with fire magic.

This makes the door handle too hot to touch, and thus impossible to open at present.

Frame 27's naturally cool temperatures would mitigate this problem in no time under normal circumstances. However that would only be if this young woman was not being attacked by a demon amidst her attempts to enter the building.

Still desperate to find a way to get some kind of assistance from the son of God, the girl runs and cuts into the next alleyway that she can find in the hopes of locating some kind of backdoor to the office.

Unfortunately there is no such luck for her, as the alleyway she heads down only leads to a dead end.

One where two hired guns, who harbour nothing short of the illest of intentions for this young girl stand looking down from the rooftop of the building in the left side of the alleyway.

One astute, meticulously presented woman displaying signs of a visible resentful demeanour within her soul. (Delimira Kelnal), and a man with impossibly dense muscle structure that almost looks inhuman (Draan Bonemaw).

The former of the two stands holding a flute in her hands that is glowing red with an ominous dark aura that suggests it's clearly some kind of divine weapon. One that is being used to invoke the erratic behaviour of this demon who is chasing the girl down below.

That said, it's obviously not the most powerful divine weapon, as it can only command one demon. Meaning there is something more complicated going on here than some mid-tier hired gun office simply screwing around with a new toy.

No, they want this girl to nearly die specifically for some reason, and they've chosen this tool to make a controllable spectacle out of the affair to absolve themselves from any blame, so that they can swoop in and save the day at the last minute. It's almost too obvious when Delimira herself speaks to her all-brawn and no-brain partner.

Delimira: Looks like she's fallen into our web. We've got her, and we know she can pay good. Just wait until she's on the ropes and when I give the signal, jump in and pound that demon into cake batter, Draan.

Draan: You got it, boss!

Draan pounds his right fist in to his left palm aggressively to show his enthusiasm and approval for this plan, which would otherwise work out pretty well for any agency who were operating on their own turf.

But unfortunately there happens to be a guardian angel who looks out for all the blind spots on Jesus' radar on nights like these, and said angel falls from the heavens now, just as the demon chasing the girl looks set to close the gap between itself and the cornered victim in the alleyway.

Crow, casts off his black wings in an explosion of feathers as he falls past Delimira and Draan, and time almost grinds to a halt the moment he makes eye-contact with them mid-drop.

The fallen angel smirks at Delimira, almost as if to say...
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..."It's a nice plan you had, but don't think for a second that I'm not going to screw it up for you."...

For no other reason than it is the right thing to do in Crow's mind, as everything then speeds up once more and Crow pins the demon chasing the girl to the ground right before the poor petrified soul's eyes as he then looks up to her and asks.

Crow: Hey there, sweetheart, what's your name?

To which the lost girl responds with...

Lime: L-L-Lime, sir.

Crow: No need to call me "sir", Crow'll be fine.

Lime: Uh...OK, Crow it is then.

Try as this girl, Lime, might to converse normally with the Fallen Angel at this moment, she simply cannot take her eyes off of the thrashing and screaming demon who is having his face pressed down into the snow covered pavement by Crow.

She wants to ask a great many things of such a mysterious yet intriguing man who could fall from the skies and seamlessly pin down the very creature she's been fleeing from all night whilst making it look easy.

But before she can say anything, Crow drives one of his guns deeper into the back of the demon's central nervous system as he asks Lime.

Crow: Tell me something, Lime. Have you go any money on you right now?

Lime: Me? Well...No, that is to say. I don't have access to any form of money right now, so-...

Crow: Well, it is what it is... No money means no service in a lot of places, right!?

Crow shouts this as he looks up at Delimira and Draan glaring back down at him from above, as Delimira facepalms and mutters to herself.

Delimira: Given who she is I thought she'd be rolling in it....But she won't even admit to having money when death's staring her right in the face!? Ugh...this is utterly hopeless..

Draan: Was that the signal? Do I go smash them all up now?

Delimira: (Sighs)...No. Let's just go. But remember that one's face with the purple hair. I won't let him get away with this...

As Delimira storms off, and Draan soon follows, Crow shifts back to looking at Lime as she asks.

Lime: Were you just...talking to someone other than me?

Crow: Don't mind me. I was just mulling over some of my industry's more... controversial practices.

Lime: Your industry?

Crow: It's not important. What is right now is your current demon problem. I happen to know a thing or two about killing these guys for a price.

Lime: I...can very much see that with the level of control you're exerting over that one right now...

Crow: Right. So rather than chasing you up for cash you don't have, how about I give you limited time offer instead.

Lime: What kind of offer?

Crow: Pay whatever you want now, even if it's not cash. And I'll give you this one for that price and we'll just say you've started a tab with us.

Lime: A tab?

Crow: You strike me as the type who has her troubles with demons more frequently than the average individual. But I could be wrong.

Lime: No, figuratively and literally at this point, I could say it's nothing but demons.

Crow: Then do you accept?

Lime: When you say I can pay with anything...do you mean anything?

Crow: Anything from a button to a thank you this time, yeah.

Lime: That's quite generous. I guess I have no choice but to take you up on it.

Crow: Alright then. Now that we've gotten started on the groundwork, you might want to close your eyes for the next part if you've got a weak stomach.

Lime: Oh, yes...of course...

In manner that suggests she is in some way familiar with what comes next, Lime heeds Crow's advice and looks the other way with her eyes shut as he blows the demon's brains out.

The kind of shameless demon murder that is par-for-the-course in the fallen angel's every day occupation, that comes with varying levels of discretion required depending on the specific client.

Since the girl they are working for here isn't a stranger to what has been chasing her for the past 2 hours, she needs little next to no fabrications thrown her way to excuse what follows, as Poppy arrives with a gasoline canister and drowns the demon corpse in the stuff so that Crow can then light it and set it a blaze.

Lime does watch this stage of the proceedings in unblinking awe, before slowly looking to Crow, and strangely using these pyrotechnics as a just cause to place an enormous amount of trust in him as she makes another proposal of him amidst the sound of crackling and burning in the alleyway.

Lime: Uh, sir Crow?

Crow: Just Crow's fine. Believe me, I am nobody anyone such as you should be paying respect to.

Lime: Right, eh, well...I was wondering.

Crow: Wondering?

Lime: Yeah, would you be willing to extend your generous offer in dividing the payment with me on a taxi fare?

Crow: A taxi fare?

Lime: Well, yes. Now that the creature is no longer chasing me, I don't exactly have to worry about risking the lives of others by dragging them into my affairs.

Crow: Your affairs?

Lime: Uh-huh, you see, I have somewhere I need to be. And I need to get there soon, in fact. But I'm afraid I won't be able to make it on foot in time. You see... I was being genuine before, I don't have any money on me right now, so-...

Crow: This split your suggesting would 0% on your part and 100% on mine, right?

Lime: Is...that too much to ask?

Crow: Yes. But only because I'm not going to waste time or money on a taxi when we could just take a car.

Lime: You can drive?

Crow: Technically, but it's not my car.

Poppy: It's Poppy's car.

Lime: And who is Poppy?

Poppy: Poppy is Poppy.

Crow: This girl to my side here is Poppy.

Poppy: And Uncle Steiner is Uncle Steiner.

Lime: OK...?

Crow: (Sighs)...I'm Crow Steiner. She's Poppy Honeycomb. She calls me Uncle Steiner. In spite of her youthful appearance she's the best driver in the city, and it's her car we'd be taking should you want a ride to wherever it is you're planning to go.

Lime: Oh...Alright then. I suppose we'll take your offer of journeying forth in Miss Poppy's car then?

Crow: Perfect, let's roll.

Lime: OK...

At this stage, this girl has no clue what she's actually even doing anymore. Her night started off in a most hectic state, and now she's confidently following the lead of a tall, handsome stranger and some little girl who follows him and she ironically feels more at peace now than she ever has in her entire life.
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..."Is this alright?"...

She thinks to herself.
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..."Am I going to get into hot water with everyone over trusting this man?"...
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She continues to add.

––––––––
[image: ]


..."Do I even care? I mean, this man is almost like an angel sent from the heavens just to protect me. Who would they be to judge him when he's given me no reason not to trust him?"...

––––––––
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Who these vague judgemental people within her life are that she is thinking about now is ultimately irrelevant in the grand scheme of things as Lime soon finds herself sitting in the back seat of Poppy's car as the small cyborg takes to the road and heads to the large stadium where Lime asked to go.

Crow sits in the front passenger seat, not really thinking deeply about anything at present as he instead listens to the smooth jazz music playing on the car's radio.

Lime, in contrast looks to be feeling somewhat uncomfortable in the back seat at some point halfway through their journey, prompting Crow to take notice as he looks up into the rear view mirror.

Crow: Is everything alright back there? You didn't unpin a grenade, did you?

Lime: There are explosives back here!?

Poppy: A few. Poppy didn't clear out the back seat after the previous job she completed tonight. She apologises if the state of upheaval causes any distress.

Lime: Oh no, I can assure you, that's not what's wrong with me. But it is strange to think you both could drive around with such things so calmly.

Crow: It's just like most things in the world, I suppose. You can get used it if it's necessary. Either way, you should relax, if you actually triggered something we wouldn't even be discussing the matter at this point. We'd probably be collecting parts of ourselves from the side-walk.

Lime: Now...I feel bad.

Poppy: Do you need some medicine? There's a first aid kit in Poppy's glove compartment.

Lime: No, I meant I feel guilty.

Crow: Why?

Lime: You seem like a skilled man, Crow. You're talking about things and performing feats that are perhaps ordinary to you, but still impressive to me.

Crow: You've only known me for an hour. I'm sure the shock will wear off.

Lime: Maybe, but still. Not paying you anything feels bad.

Crow: I'm the one who made the offer in the beginning, so I'm the one that gets to decide whether or not it was worth my time to save you.

Lime: But still, I didn't tell you what I was going to pay you for your efforts.

Crow: Oh yeah? I take it this ride was your way of paying us?

Lime: What!? Don't be ridiculous. How could me, getting a ride from you, be considered payment for your impressive services in saving my life. You've not only done me a great service, but a service for people numbering in the thousands in this city tonight.

Crow: I mean, I wouldn't go that far. An interesting conversation with the fresh face in person could be considered priceless in its own right.

Lime is taken back for a moment as she blushes, wondering what she has said that could even be considered remotely interesting thus far, whilst Crow barely pays attention, assuming he was just being polite.

However, operating on the understanding that Crow, beyond the introduction she gave him, has no idea who Lime actually is, she assumes that he truly is just a chivalrous hero of the highest order in the modern age without equal, prompting her try her best to thank him properly by revealing her true identity.

Lime: You don't know who I really am, do you?

Crow: The target of some folks and a demon that were on my bad side, that was all I needed to know before going this far.

Lime: Alright then...what if I were to tell you that I am the, one and only, Lime Dime Panda Time?

Crow: I'd say your parents have a cruel sense of humour in naming, but I admire that you seem stable and together with such a moniker weighing you down regardless.

Poppy: Poppy can attest, this would be most impressive if it were your real name. But Poppy has to also stress that Uncle Steiner isn't up to date with the latest music trends and might need a little extra context.

Lime: Oh, right, yes...you see, I'm an idol. Lime Dime Panda Time. As in Frame 27's favourite Green and Bronze Panda themed idol.

Crow: Favourite, as in there's more than one?

Lime: No, it's just a tag-line. Kind of like how critics say my music has a distinct, zesty, mouth-puckering, acidic longevity on the charts.

Poppy: It's more or less just a lot of the same old commercial pop stuff. That said, Poppy would say objectively Lime is better than average, and is the best in the current wave of panda themed content as of late.

Crow: That's interesting in its own way, I suppose. But a little too much for a tired old war horse like me to keep up with enthusiastically.

Poppy: Poppy does recall Lime's upcoming concert being mentioned in one of your newspapers not too long ago. It was a likely casualty of being trapped in the Arts & Entertainment section when work had you focusing on the politics, economy, and sports sections more commonly.

Crow: These things do happen.

Lime: Uh, about this revelation of mine?

Crow: Oh, you mean there's more to it than you telling me you're famous, or something?

Lime: Yes, I wanted to pay you with these.

Lime reaches into her coat pocket and pulls out two VIP tickets to sky box seats within the stadium, which she holds up before Crow for only two seconds.

This is all Crow gets to see them for before Poppy snatches the two tickets, remarkably without taking her eyes off the road to do so as she graciously accepts the offering.

Poppy: A most welcome reward for Uncle Steiner's services indeed.

Crow: Let me guess, this you planning out my whole night for me without asking again, right?

Poppy: Indeed. Poppy would like the experience to satisfy her morbid curiosity, please do not hinder her.

Crow: You'll get no hindering from me, just don't expect me to fully comprehend what I'm walking into.

Poppy: Poppy will be more than happy to have you there as a chaperone.

Crow: Well then, I guess that's settled. I just hope these seats double up as smoking rooms.

Lime: Oh, they do indeed. You needn't worry. I'm sure it'll be very much to your liking.

Crow is not one for idle complaining when it gains him nothing, so he just takes this girl's word for it at face value. Assuming that whatever problems he'll encounter won't be anything he can't handle on his own.

So with that somewhat misguided confidence in mind, Crow walks blindly into the stadium's VIP entrance with the star of the show that he and Poppy have responsibly delivered to the proceedings in question, which soon has both Poppy and the fallen angel getting led up to the sky-box by staff following Lime's orders the moment the event organizers become aware of her presence.

Cast into the best seats in the house, and given glow-sticks to offer their support, Poppy's face lights up with excitement while Crow is left looking at the implements in his hands and other Lime Dime Panda Time fans around him in uncertainty.

Eventually one of the other fans makes direct eye contact and speaks to Crow directly.

LFC Chairman: You!

Crow: Me?

LFC Chairman: You!!!

Crow: Have we got a problem here, buddy?

LFC Chairman: Problem, well, that depends, what brought you to a Lime Dime Panda Time concert, friend!?

Crow: Good question... I guess you could say I kind of fell into it, in all honesty.

LFC Chairman: Ah, how common a story that is for all of us. One day we think we only have eyes for Bunny Broads, and Cat Girls, but then a lime-flavoured panda leaves you with a black eyed mark of love with those sound vibrations and you can't help but fall in love.

Crow: No, you misunderstand me. I literally just blew the brains out of some mother fucker who was tailing her with a 9mm handgun.

LFC Chairman: Ohhhhh, you're one of those fans.

Crow: The term fan is a stretch. I just kill for money.

LFC Chairman: Hey, anything to pay for that Lime merch, am I right? I'm not one to judge. Heck, I'd even walk over broken glass to get to this show tonight if I had to.

Crow: You...didn't though, right? I hate to ask, but I'm beginning to think with how accepting you are of everything it's not a stretch to say that you might be slightly unstable.

LFC Chairman: Me? Oh goodness no. I'm off the handle and an idol lover in my co-workers' eyes, yes. But among the fandom? I'm considered stable enough to be the Lime Dime Panda Time Fanclub President. You can chalk all the glass and hot coal walking to Iron Foot Billy in seat B-15 Down there.

The LFC Chairman points to one particular lunatic in the middle of the crowd taking their seats down below who is waving 64 glow-sticks of varying colours whilst he bleeds over the very seat he is standing on whilst screeching.

Iron Foot Billy: Love me, Lime! love me! Dah-hahahahahahah!!!

And upon looking at this for more than a few seconds, Crow only has one takeaway as he asks the LFC Chairman.

Crow: So, he has, like, nearly 100 glow-sticks, right?

LFC Chairman: The glow-sticks increase visibility and therefore increase your chances of appearing on camera when they broadcast the concert on TV.

Crow: No kidding. So...?

LFC Chairman: So...?

Crow: It's not exactly mandatory for us to be carrying these things?

LFC Chairman: Well, no, but...why would a true Lime fan part with their chance to wave their glow-sticks with pride?

Crow: To pass the plastic torch onto the younger generation.

Crow passes he is glow-sticks over to Poppy as he speaks these words, and leans into this bullshit he is speaking to get out of having to participate in what he deems to be "This Madness"...

Crow: Here you go, Poppy. You can have all four glow-sticks, I'll be fine without them.

Poppy: Aww, thank you Uncle Steiner! You're the best!

The LFC Chairman is almost moved to tears upon witnessing Crow's unmatched generosity, and is therefore too teary eyed and moved to decline anything the fallen angel requests as Crow starts lighting a cigarette for himself as he casts his desires out in the open.

Crow: You don't mind if I smoke during this thing, do you, pal?

LFC Chairman: After witnessing such benevolence, how could I deny you anything. Among our fandom...you are nothing short of a saint.

Crow: If that's a yes? Then sure, we'll just go with that.

Before Crow even gets the chance to say or do anything that could lead the LFC Chairman to think that he is anything less than a saint to the fandom, the lights suddenly cut around the stadium.

Depending on the situation this could be a cause for alarm, but since all of the Lime Dime Panda Time fans in attendance all immediately start cheering the second that darkness finds them, it leads Crow to assume this is just part of the show.

And this intuition is correct in the sense that within a few short seconds the lights return, focusing specifically on the centre stage area where Lime can be seen with a collection of backup dancers and panda mascots ready to perform as Lime herself acts like an entirely different person from before.

The timid and highly refined individual who was speaking formally in their car is now on stage acting a lot more bubbly and childish as she jumps up and down and waves excitedly to the crowd.

It's not all that shocking, but it does make Crow feel like an alien who's just arrived on Earth with the stark contrast between himself and the idol fans.

Realistically speaking, it's just one of those situations where one has to remain quiet and let the machine run, and that's precisely what Crow does as he lets out a smoke filled sigh and takes in the event on auto pilot.

Everyone else around him goes literally ballistic with their glow-sticks, waving them like crazy, which must look like quite the contrasting lights show to Lime on stage.

Regardless of how she perceives it this time, the time before that, or the next show where it will all likely happen again, the one thing that never changes is her consistent professionalism to deliver the very thing that her fans worship and idolise about her as she speaks the typical nonsense she is expected to every time into the microphone right now.

Lime: Hello, Frame 27 Hard Limers! Are you ready for the Panda Time of your life!?

A simple question, and if you are indeed a Panda blooded Hard Limer then you better fucking believe the response from everyone in the building (barring Crow) is...

––––––––
[image: ]


..."Hell yeah, we're ready, Lime!!!"...
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Which not only brings an artificial smile to Lime's face, but also makes the Panda mascots on stage do a little happy dance. So it seems like things are going well thus far.

With everything heading on track the way it is, Lime spares no time in getting right to the meat of the product in this opening act as she optimistically shouts back.

Lime: Well, OK! Then get set, because now I'm ready to serve! We'll start with your all time favourite, "The Stewardess Panda's Gonna Serve You Drinks"...!!!

As far as song titles go, this is not only a mouthful, it's also just plain weird. But still it gets a huge pop from the crowd, leading the Fallen Angel to think to himself...
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..."I guess kids will like what kids like."...

As he opts to zone out somewhat, letting the blur of music and waving glow-sticks blend minutes into hours until he and Poppy can leave.

It's not as though Crow is in any rush to go, but he is only doing this as an obligation, since he could hardly say NO to this form of "payment" when it was offered to him...as it might have made his ridiculously generous offer seem hollow.

Which would go against the point, for keeping Delimira Kelnal and her associate Draan Bonemaw from staining the hired gun industry was really the true objective here, so it's better to lean into whatever avenue helps showcase that not all outsourced killers are corrupt.

Faith and trust and the systems that are in place are kind of important when living in Theocracy such as Frame 27 after all.
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Chapter 2




The After Party.
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After the idol concert drew to a close in the stadium where the famous singer Lime Dime Panda Time was left to perform, Crow and Poppy have now made their way to a restaurant called The Seawise Devil.

In spite of what the name might suggest, it does actually serve more than seafood, but with that said it's still predominantly themed around the aquatic cuisine.

Not that they're here for any other reason than to regroup as an office after all of the hectic developments tonight.

Crow and Poppy sit at one side of the private booth they've been directed to by the waiter, with Crow by the window and Poppy to his right.

Sitting opposite them, Nova is at the window seat opposite Crow, with Viola to the ninja's left.

Naturally none of them have been doing anything that is characteristically expected of them tonight, barring maybe Poppy. So it is indeed hard to get the conversational ball rolling at first.

That is to say, it's hard until Crow figuratively kicks it by bluntly saying to those opposite him.

Crow: So, anything interesting happen on your end?

Viola: Huh? Me? Interesting. I never have an interesting day, you ask the weirdest questions sometimes, Crow.

Crow: OK, that's gotta be the most suspicious response I've ever heard.

Viola: Ugh, God, is it too much to ask for a girl to have some secrets? I wasn't doing anything "bad" if that's what you were wondering.

Nova: I can attest to this. Not because I was there to witness anything directly. But she was alone at the Messiah's Office with Eviscerator and Touchette. So nothing too untoward could have happened.

Crow: A fair point, I suppose. But wait, if you weren't with Viola or Eviscerator, what the hell were you doing?

Nova: Talking with Cherry...That is to say she was doing a lot of talking, and I didn't know what to say back, so I can scarcely recall what I actually said to her, I'm afraid.

Poppy: Indeed, that sounds like you were both up to something weird, even though the company and circumstances suggests it to be impossible.

Viola: OK then, you supposedly saintly pair, you! What the hell were you doing while we were out being "suspicious in nature", huh?

Crow: We were-...

Poppy: Attending the Lime Dime Panda Time stadium show a few blocks down the road.

Viola: Ew...

Poppy: It's not gross. Poppy got glow-sticks and a panda plushy.

Crow: Wait a minute, what do you mean "ew"...?

Viola: What I said, I didn't think you'd be into that.

Crow: Well I'm not, technically the only reason I was there was for work purposes. However-...

Poppy: Indeed, Poppy can see where Uncle Steiner is going with this, what is the meaning of your disdain for the Hard Limers, Viola? Are you not an alumni of the industry?

Viola: She's one of the new-wave panda types among Frame 27's next generation idol war-machines with all the bells and whistles, right? I remember when they were just becoming a thing before I got vaporized from the entertainment industry for a social media account hack. I don't know any of them personally, but some of their breed would always give me the evil eye whenever their were large-scale idol music festivals. I'd never go looking for them, of course, but they'd always find me and make sure I saw them.

Nova: Do you-...?

Viola: If your next question is going to be do I hate them? Then no. It's kind of like unconsciously putting my territorial guard up whenever I feel one of them encroaching on my life again.

Poppy: What are you claiming to be here, Viola? Some kind of temperamental house cat that can't play nice with other felines?

Viola: THAT is a downright insulting way to describe my ongoing rivalry with what is likely to be 250 different idol performers/groups... but it's also not inaccurate.

Crow: Are you being serious with me right now? You just nonchalantly used the word war-machine as if the executives at these talent agencies spend all their time doing nothing but sitting around a war room mapping out phases of global conflict on stages and network shows across the globe.

Viola: Yeah, that's exactly what I'm saying. It may seem stupid to someone who has fought in actual wars, but in stark contrast to what gritty realities you dealt with in the Holy Wars? I sat through grown ass men 3 or 4 times my age arguing over trivial gigs and fan meet-ups as if the entire world would collapse if one girl lost a shoe or got a cold.

Nova: That sounds rather daunting.

Viola: Exhausting is what I would call it. Don't get me wrong I liked the attention, the money, the fame, the thrill of the stage performances... but the idea of dealing with all the drama now is almost like going to high school again. And I can tell you now, I don't want to do that garbage.

Poppy: So are you saying you've got no direct experience with Lime herself?

Viola: No, but I know her label, and other talents they've worked with. Their fan-bases can go from tepid to nuclear depending on how big they get. Very supportive and protective, to the point that they can get the tiniest bit violent and stalkery.

Crow: And by tiny, you mean a lot?

Viola: Oh yeah. Don't think you'll be winning anything that hinges on online or digital efforts, because they've got that crap locked down. All avenues of streaming and voting are typically their domain unless they don't want something. You know, awards or jobs that'd be considerable blemishes on their idol's records.

Nova: Why does that matter? You make it sound like they almost own you?

Viola: That's nothing unique to idols. Even if it's unconsciously, most people feel like they own a person who they look up to, worship, or adore. It's just some have a hard time grasping the boundaries of what it is idols and other similar professions are offering to fan-bases. But I'd say a common thing I heard from producers was stuff about how my fans were in need of reassurance at points due to other idol fan-bases shoving their own star's achievements down everyone's throat to make me look bad.

Crow: So you had to pretend to be their mother?

Viola: Dependable older sister or classroom/office senpai was the most common depending on which songs and shows were trending at the time. There were strict rules about steering away from motherly vibes for one reason or another. I'm pretty sure one of my old work manuals has it written down somewhere...Which is likely still wherever the hell all of my old stage materials wound up before I came to Frame 27.

Poppy: Probably in the craws of some loving fan, from what Poppy's observed about your lingering fan-base online, Viola.

Viola: Which is sweet in it's own way. But also kind of embarrassing if they find out how many mistakes I made during choreography practice on winter days where my legs went numb waiting on my ALWAYS late backup dancers.

Nova: I still don't understand why people who admire a completely different person would track down those who admired you and start an arbitrary argument? If there is no direct correlation then I fail to see why they'd bother?

Viola: Oh sweet, precious, Nova. Stay off the internet if you want to maintain your simplistic black and white perspective on such things.

Nova: Excuse me?

Viola: I'm not insulting you, if that's what you're worried about. I'm just saying these types of fans are everywhere, you'll be online watching a video tutorial on how to repair a broken lawnmower fan, just out of morbid curiosity to see how someone would pull such a thing off with ordinary tools you would find around the house, and bam!...There'll be one of them on there saying crap like "How many of our Hard Limers are watching this and feeling total Panda vibes?"...or something.

Nova: Is that a bad thing?

Viola: Not on its own, but then picture what happens when someone completely disassociated from the fandom dares to ask the stupid question "what the hell is a Hard Limer?" or something in the ballpark of admitting that they don't know who Lime Dime-yadda-yadda-yadda is?

Nova: At which point...let me guess, they flood the comment section with words of her deeds, and then hijack a space that had the original purpose of providing an informative discussion about lawn mower repair?

Viola: Close, like, really fucking close. But sadly, it's still off the mark somewhat. You see, they'll actually have a 80-20% split, where 80% of them may do what you said, or simply ignore it and move on to do better things with their time.

Nova: But...that 20% you leave to the side have more nefarious intentions I assume?

Viola: Oh hell yeah
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