
  
    [image: Shadowrun: Cortex Bomb]
  


  
    
      SHADOWRUN: CORTEX BOMB

      ▾   ▾   ▾

      
        A SHADOWRUN NOVELLA

      

    

    
      
        BRYAN YOUNG

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Catalyst Game Labs]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        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

      

      
        The End of the Song

      

    

    
      
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?

      

      
        Go Deeper Into the Sixth World!

      

      
        Shadowrun Fiction Ad

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Chance Dragonfly used to be a star. Now she looked and dressed different than she had at the height of her fame. Not just because she’d gotten older and her tastes had changed, but because it made it easier to get around. She’d grown tired of getting recognized as the elf and synthboardist from Cortex Bomb. They hadn’t been a thing in years, but she’d been the face on most of the posters and album covers, so her punk rock sneer and rebelliously thrown goat horns were all over the Matrix.

      Wearing a stylish black trench coat with neo-anarchist patches pinned along the back and across the sleeves enough to distract from all the armor plating sewn into the lining, she wandered the busy streets of Seattle. Wending through the crowd like a stray bit of code, Chance wished she didn’t have to run in meatspace, but knew she didn’t have a choice. The nanosecond she decked in, they’d know she was looking.

      The biggest issue was that she didn’t know who “they” were. She needed help, so she went to the old high rise, hoping she’d find it.

      They hadn’t spoken in years. Chance knew it was a long shot, and it wasn’t like they’d ever left forwarding addresses, but what choice did she have?

      Seattle’s grimy, bustling streets felt like home. Nowadays, she avoided downtown when she could, but it used to be the only place. In her younger days, leaving downtown for anything but a show was anathema. Now, it felt equal parts foreign and homely; overflowing with neon lights, holo-ads, billboards, and a hundred thousand passing eyes looking for their next suspicious score.

      As she approached the residential complex, she avoided the cameras and whatever sensor sweepers she could, just as a matter of habit. Entering a side door, Chance headed to a dingy, shadowed terminal, hoping to deck in unnoticed and peep the building registry and layout.

      If he was still living here, he’d be listed. If he wasn’t, she’d have to start her search over again, or give up and figure things out on her own. Not ideal, but she’d do what she had to.

      Despite the appearance of cameras and a halfway decent security system, the intrusion counter measures seemed designed by a cross-eyed six-year-old: vicious, but confused and blurry. Chance had no problem evading them, and finding that Darrin Dozer still had a doss in the building. Whether he was here or not remained to be seen, but at least she was on the right path.

      Disabling what cameras along her path she couldn’t avoid, including those on the elevators, she climbed to the 32nd floor, found room 3216, and took a deep breath before knocking.

      She hadn’t spoken to him in years—not that he ever said much—and hadn’t seen him in even longer.

      Chance backed up a step from the door and glanced around the jambs for whatever personal camera he might be spying at her from. He’d recognize her, even out of her stage gear. She still had the same blue pixie bob of hair and lithe, elf body and features: the pointy ears; mesmerizing, kaleidoscopic eyes; and permanent grin. Well, she realized, I have a lot less to grin about these days.

      When the door clicked, she knew he recognized her.

      His deep bass voice to match the upright bass he played asked, “Dragonfly?”

      “Dozer,” she said, catching a glimpse as he stepped into the light. A stout dwarf with a mohawk of red hair streaked with natural gray and a sparkling garden of facial piercings. He still wore his spiked rocker bands and a denim vest.

      “Sight for sore eyes. Come in, come in.” He looked across the hallway, left and right, then ushered Chance into the entryway. He shut the door tight behind them, engaging a half dozen analog locks, then a scanner read his retinal pattern and engaged a half dozen digital ones.

      Soon enough, they were both sitting in his living room. He offered her a variety of beverages, all of which she refused. He stuck with a bottle of HempHops to “keep his buzz going.” It was too early for weed or alcohol for Chance, but being a dwarf, a bass player, and a combat mage, Darrin Dozer had a stronger constitution than she did.

      Looking around at his humble living space, she wasn’t surprised to see show posters pinned to the walls from concerts that happened decades before she’d been born. At the far end of the room was a musical, magical, mystery shrine; at the center stood his upright bass, the same one he’d played at their Cortex Bomb shows. The gorgeously stained wood of the bass was etched with a variety of magical emblems, some even matched the shapes of piercings on his face. A few had been added since last she saw it, but the strings still gleamed like she remembered. Around it, incense burned and there were offerings to spirits she didn’t understand and wouldn’t ask about.

      True to form as the strong, silent type, Darrin just sat back sipping his beer, waiting for Chance to fill the silence.

      “Sticks is missing,” she finally said.

      He sighed heavily. “Knew you wouldn’t come unless it was something big. You talk to Willy?”

      Chance shook her head. “Been afraid to. After what happened…when…at the last show.”

      “Well, that was a shame. You’re right to be afraid. He’s gotten mean in his old age.” Darrin took a swig from his bottle and leaned forward in his easy chair. He didn’t necessarily ask for more information, but after all the data through the stream between them, she knew he was asking without a word. That was just his way.

      “They took her, Darrin.”

      “They?”

      She shrugged. “If I knew, I’d be there instead of here. But they have to be top-notch operators to get the drop on her. And she had to have blundered into something massive for someone that good to try laying a finger on her. I got her last ping, but that’s about it.”

      Darrin nodded. He’d put on a few pounds and even more wrinkles. She couldn’t get over how old he looked. He’d already been an old man when they were with the band, and now he looked even older.

      Time would make dust of them all, but it’d make dust of Sticks even sooner if they didn’t do something about it.

      He took another swig of beer.

      Chance couldn’t tell if he was waiting for her to elaborate or stay quiet, but she’d fill the space regardless. “I know when we broke up, not everyone was cool with her going all Robin Hood, and that’s probably what got her into this mess, but we’re the only family she’s got.”

      “Oh?”

      “I think we need to put the band back together.”

      Darrin scoffed. Then the grim slit of his mouth turned into a grin through his gray beard. “You say Sticks is in trouble?”

      “Bad as anything.”

      His eyes narrowed to slits. “You really wanna get the band back together?”

      “At least us for now. ’Til we find out more. If I go to Willy with a hunch and he’s in the wrong mood, after all that happened, it won’t go well for any of us. But without us, Sticks has no one. We’ve got to get her back.”

      Darrin saluted her with the brew, belched, and chugged the rest of it. Then he tossed it into a bin full of identical brown bottles that clinked like a giant’s wind chimes.

      Chance flinched at the sharp sound.

      Darrin Dozer slapped his knees and reached for his bass. “What’re we waitin’ for then? I’ve been wantin’ for some action lately. Retirement’s boring as shit.”
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      With thick, angry fingers wrapped around Chance’s throat, she found it hard to think anything could be boring. But anything could happen when you asked the wrong person the wrong question in a place like Seattle. And when you start asking around about someone who disappeared to folks who might not want them to be found, the situation can get sticky fast.

      Chance and Dozer were out on the pier, the salt water and mist of evening rain flecking against them, lit by the bright signs of the buildings overlooking the water and reflecting against its churning surface. Chance knew Sticks liked to find the shore wherever they played and would stop to look at the water, so they’d stopped to ask if anyone had seen her. Add that it was also in the vicinity of her last location ping, and this felt like the right general area. They showed pictures of her around; some folks had coughed into their palms while they looked at the pics and said they didn’t know zip. Others knew too much. It was a damn fool maneuver, because they got recognized. It wasn’t long before she had a meaty ork fist wrapped around her throat.

      She would’ve shouted an expletive if her windpipe hadn’t been cut off. And she’d have expected help from Darrin if he hadn’t been kicked right in the balls by the other goon. She couldn’t tell if they were some outfit’s official goons or not. They didn’t seem like the normal sort of muscle for a clandestine operation running this close to the market, but they hit hard and fast, and the situation was less than ideal.

      Doubled over, Darrin clutched his crotch, gasping for breath.

      Chance clawed at the ork’s grip, trying to draw some breath down her constricted throat. From her vantage point, the lady ork seemed as thick as Chance was tall. She had black hair slicked back into two greasy ponytails, and her sharp tusks pointed out from her lower jaw while she forced out a growl. Unlike most orks, she didn’t have that pig-sort of nose, but a petite button and mesmerizing violet eyes.

      If she wasn’t trying to kill her, Chance might have found her downright attractive.

      Finding no relief from her steel grip, Chance tried kicking, planting her boot in the ork’s left knee at full strength.

      There was a hideous crack, and the green skin of her bony cheeks flushed pink and her grip loosened. She fell to her one good knee and screamed, “What the frag?”

      Chance sucked in a hurried breath, her throat full of sand and glass. She coughed and hacked, but at least she was free. She’d taken more damage and abuse, but she was alive and that was something. “I just asked if you’d seen her!” Chance said, panting.

      The ork reached behind her back.

      “She’s gotta gun!” Darin shouted, his voice pitched higher than normal from that savage blow to his dangly bits.

      Chance ducked and rolled toward the woman, meeting the pistol as it swung around—an automatic of some type. She didn’t need to recognize it, she just needed to disarm the ork before she got shot. The longer the battle took, the more likely that possibility was.

      They wrestled over the gun, back and forth trying to take control. Chance used both hands, one gripped on the top of the piece, where the shells would get ejected, the other gripped over her firing hand and fingers, twisting, preventing her from firing. She was strong as hell. It made Chance like her even more.

      Shame she was on the wrong team.

      Unfortunately, Chance forgot she’d disabled the woman’s knee, not an arm, and that she had two hands instead of one. The ork’s other hand shot out in a strong hook, smashing into Chance’s jaw like a bat connecting with a fastball for a home run.

      The ork followed through, but Chance didn’t let go of the pistol as the punch spun her around. The ork lost her grip on the weapon, then Chance did, too, letting it clatter across the wet pier. With the gun out of the picture, at least for now, Chance reeled, then came back, returning the blow. She planted a nasty left-right combination into the ork’s eye socket accompanied by the celery-crack of
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