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      Pinned down, low on ammo, and jammed by enemy IC across all channels—everything was fragged, and Rude knew it. The ammo counter in his field-of-vision HUD in the low double digits, and the smartlink flashed warnings at every other firing solution.

      What a total fragging mess.

      He looked up to lock eyes on an old friend…no, his squadmate…standing out in the open. An easy target for even these ghetto rebels—

      Incoming! Get down, Marcel!

      Fiery plumes and shrapnel hailstorms erupting from a line of mini-missile impacts shoved the troll into a combat roll, diving away from the rapidly vanishing brickwork of the old Boston P.D. metroplex.

      Boston? When the hell was I in Boston?

      Rude blinked away brick dust and cordite ash, letting the polymer sheathes of his cybereye platforms auto-lube away the smaller particles into thin, greasy tears down his rawhide cheeks. His vision clear, he torqued his head back and forth. Where was Marcel? Where was the Southside battlefield? Hell, where was the metroplex? All that was around him now was the alloy-lined walls of…where? A prison cell?

      Just gotta do my time. Serve my corp, keep the deal.

      The pressurized hiss of the door sliding open spun Rude on his heels, the familiar cold of a handmade shiv in his hand. Beyond the open door, the complex corridor stretched outward an impossibly long distance. Running toward him, eyes wild with rage, the mob of other prisoners threatened to wash over Rude like a convict tsunami.

      It ain’t gonna matter how many of ya’ll there are…I’ll gut ya one at a time!

      Rude stepped out into the corridor to meet the oncoming tide of jumpsuit-clad murderers, but between eyeblinks they vanished, replaced with the blinding fluorescent lights of an operating theater.

      The floor shattered like glass under his next footfall, the troll spinning in the darkness of the resulting void. Grasping in vain at the emptiness, Rude lost himself in the vertigo. Frustrated rage poured adrenaline into his veins, and he pounded his fists angrily against the sides of his head, clenching his eyes so tight his head ached.

      When will it end?

      No. His head didn’t ache. It throbbed. Throbbed with every beat of his bio-enhanced heart. Rude felt each pulse of pain as it radiated out from the base of his skull. Radiated out from…from…

      Frag ’em all!

      Everything was replaced by the roar of his modified Ingram in his hand, spitting death at a line of merc’d-out goons in a field of burned-out cars scattered throughout the parking structure. Rude’s grin shone like a silver scythe in the blooming muzzle flashes of his gun. This. This is what he lived for. It made sense. It was what every cell and fiberline in Rude’s body screamed out for.

      Everything moved at the speed of an action vid. Rude leaped over the car, letting the machine gun fall from his fingers to mag-clamp to the block on his belt before drawing the Dikote blade from inside his coat.

      Let’s get up close and personal! Yeah!

      He moved like lightning from one merc to the next, cutting and slicing parts off each one in a grisly display of “aggressive incapacitation” that Rude had used so often in his U-Brawl days. For over two meters of bio-print, polymers, metal, and troll flesh, he had the grace of a ballroom dancer—if that dancer was a murder machine, and everyone else on the floor was his victim.

      “Rude…” A familiar-yet-disembodied voice echoed across the scene, causing him to pause his slaughter for a moment.

      Stupid AR echoes. Shut the hell up and let me work!

      He returned to his bloody task, sending two more exec-tec armored suits spinning away from either side of him, their slashed faces spraying arcs of crimson that reached up and across his path. They collapsed, their blood splashing a staggered red ‘X’ on the ground before him.

      “Hey, Rude…” That voice again, this time making the troll drive his sword into his target so deep that he lost his grip on the gore-slick hilt.

      This is how it’s done, chums!

      Rude lunged forward at the last of the opposition; easily knocking the short pistol from the man’s shaking fingers with the back of his bony-knuckled fist. He clutched the much smaller man by the shoulders, his own thick fingers pressing hard into the elf’s back and chest.

      “Rude, man… come on!” The now decidedly female voice was accompanied by a shooting pain at the base of his skull, just like before.

      Shutupshutupshutupshutup…

      He clenched his teeth and tried so hard to focus on the work, but between the throbbing in his head and the edges of his vision beginning to blur, it was hard.

      Rude started to squeeze and twist the thin little elf in his grip, pushing enhanced musculature until his arms were filled with burning cords of sinew. He could hear bones crack and lungs wheeze. Through the sensory augments in his fingertips—fingertips that he knew should be metal and not meat—he could feel the uneven edges of new broken bones rubbing against one another, flooding the corporate wage slave with agonizing pain.

      Wait. Corporate?

      Rude looked down, shifting the broken elf’s weight in his hands like a child’s toy, using his thumbs to pull his jacket aside to reveal a bright and shiny clearance badge on his inner lapel. It was fuzzy at first, especially with the growing pain in his head, but the image began to sharpen. Who did they work for? What kind of mess had Rude gotten into now?

      “Rude! Pick up, dammit!”

      Oh…

      The insignia came into focus. Saeder-Krupp. These guys worked for the same people Rude was…

      …hells.

      There was a series of blinding, sharp pains at the base of his skull. His hand went to dig at it, this increasing agony, but there was a blast. A flash from behind his eyes. Everything was washed away in an instant, leaving Rude alone and shaking in the darkness again. He knew something horrible had happened, but trying to remember what caused an even greater hurt deep within him.

      “Rise and shine, you knobbly jackass!” this last time the voice was clear and obviously frustrated, but it was accompanied by the annoying claxon of Rude’s AR wake-me-up program. The sound was somewhere between an Ares air raid siren and South Chicago goblin jazz. In other words, the perfect thing to ruin the best and most chemically-induced sleep sessions.

      “Ow!” Rude shot up in his bed rack, slamming his forehead into the frame overhead, adding another small dent next to all the others. Lines of startup code blurred by his internal HUD, rolling through a dozen or more job offers automatically flagged for denial for one reason or another, landing squarely on the triplicate alert that Rude had an incoming call that he’d already missed a few times. The AR signature icon attached to them blinked like a hazard bulb.

      “Dammit, Zip…never before ten on my damn day off…”

      Legs heavy with both sleep and augments not fully powered up just yet swung out and planted onto the mock-hagony paneled floor of his tiny apartment. It was almost comical how small his place was compared to his bulky frame, but it served all the right purposes for a troll on the go.

      Rude rubbed his eye sockets with the heels of his only remaining—mostly—“bio” hand, yawned like some kind of medieval beast, and slowly popped each of the knuckles on it individually, skipping the one poly-plast finger that he got in Reno a few months back. Or was it DC? he thought, rubbing the thick ridge of scar tissue at the base of his skull. “Frag it.”

      With a staccato series of cracks and a few matching groans, Rude rose out of his sleeper and stretched to his full height, the sudden drop in weight triggering the stowaway feature to slide the glorified cot into the wall. The tallest edges of his horns scraped lightly against the stucco of the ceiling, sprinkling chalky dust onto his lumpy head. There was a map of tiny, unintentional hash marks across the whole ceiling from similar scrapes and bumps, and he barely even noticed the contact anymore. Just another part of living a troll’s life in human world. If it even was a human world anymore. Who could tell, really?

      Rude reached over to the countertop, an easy feat considering he could flat-palm both parallel walls in his room, and grabbed the half-drank soycaf. He upended it into his mouth, winced, and struggled down an oddly-bitter swallow.

      “Aw, drek.” the floating filter end of a cigarillo stared up at him as it swam around in the brown gunk that was going to serve as breakfast.

      The icon started blinking again; another incoming call.

      “This better be important, Zip,” Rude growled, his words translating into a text file within the AR connection with his “favorite” decker. “Ya don’t even know the dream yer interruptin’.”

      <Gross, Rude.> Illuminated green letters scrolled across his AR view. <I don’t need to know that.>

      “Hazards of workin’ with this pretty face,” Rude flicked the soycaf cup toward his waste bin, hitting the lip and splashing foulness down the wall. Sure, he can put a Predator round through the eye of a ghoul at twenty paces, but he misses the shot that will keep his apartment from reeking. “Great. Now, what’s so prime ya risked a smack down?” He sighed gustily. “What’re we lookin’ at?”

      <You know you don’t have to talk out loud, Rude,> Zipfile’s reply scrolled across his vision. <I keep telling you that. Your Sony Emperor will totally translate to us as fast as—>

      “But I like to talk!” Rude laughed. “Almost as much as I like to sing—”

      “Okay, okay!” Zipfile cleared her throat, hoarse from disuse, “We can back and forth like plebs if you want to. It’s your call.”

      “Actually, this is yer call…” Rude plucked an old L.A. Tridents jersey off the top of his laundry pile, gave it a sniff, and ducked his head into it. Struggling to get it over his horns without ripping it, he spun in place awkwardly. In his twisting and bending to get dressed, he caught his back’s reflection in the wall mirror and it gave him pause.

      Puckered bullet wound scars formed a constellation of past combats across his corded, muscular trunk; matched by a roadmap of knitted slashes and surgical stitching. His arm was a quilt of medical wonderment where it went from warty muscle to hydraulically enhanced machine. Each one of these ugly marks came with a story about how Rude had survived something terrible before, but he struggled to remember them all. So much of his past should be easy to recall, especially with these physical reminders scattered all over his body, but things got so cloudy sometimes. It was so scrambled up there, he had to wonder if—

      “Rude?” Zipfile’s voice snapped him out of his fugue. “You okay, chummo? You kinda trailed off there.”

      “Yeah. ’Course I am!” He pulled down his shirt with a grunt and yanked up a pair of jeans that had seen better days quite a few worse days ago. “Just muted out for a second. Cut to it. What’s on the feed that has ya’ll up in my ears this mornin’, and so quick after our action yesterday?”

      “Yu.”

      “Well, yeah.” Rude snorted. “’Course it’s about me, beetle-brain, why else would ya be callin’?”

      “Ugh! Not ‘you,’” The exasperation in her voice was as thick as fog off the Sound. >YU.

      The name popped onto Rude’s HUD and he had to stifle a genuine laugh. “Honest mistake.”

      “Not if we were text—”

      “Get to the point, Zip. I gots a bunch to do today,” Rude lied. “What about Elfy-Pants?”

      “Frag.” She sucked air through her teeth. “Yu was all over the wire this morning…really early this morning, something went awry with the rest of the pay for that Renraku run, so it looks like he wrangled Emu last night for a ride over across the stretch to, I don’t know, meet up with their Johnson again? Apparently the guy wants to do everything analog, handing over encrypted sticks in person.”

      “Ya’ll call me old-fashioned.”

      “I know, right?” she continued. “It’s why I’m actually calling you. I know he said he had it handled, and that he wanted to follow up on this thing alone, but that elven confidence has gotten him into trouble before, and I just can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t right. I mean, Renraku is a tech corp. Renraku Computer Systems. If there is anybody’s Johnsons that should be fully iced up for protected money transactions, it’d be a Renraku Johnson. Doesn’t make sense and frankly, I don’t like it.”

      Zipfile triggered a few subroutines and an address popped up into Rude’s AR, internal positioning software already figuring out the best ways to get there.

      “A Rip Current storage site? Ooh, nice. Blind alley on one side, and a speck of an office complex on the other. Not far from the waterfront to stem street-level obstructions
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