
  
    [image: Shadowrun: Knight Court]
  


  
    
      SHADOWRUN: KNIGHT COURT

      ▾   ▾   ▾

      
        SHADOWRUN

        BOOK 74

      

    

    
      
        BRYAN CP STEELE

      

    

    
      
        
          [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

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?

      

      
        Go Deeper Into the Sixth World!

      

      
        Shadowrun 2022 Fiction Ad

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wylde’s Casino

        Abandoned Ruins

        Gary Subsprawl, Greater Chicago Area

        7 August 2082, 0430 hours

      

      

      “Bravo Four, call out!” The merc’s voice ripped through the momentary pause between bursts of gunfire, her vocal cords straining to cross the gray, moldy lobby of the old casino. “Sitrep, Maxx!”

      “Comms are down! Still all block and static,” Maxxline, or Bravo Four, replied, squeezing off a few shots into a row of grime-encrusted slot machines that hadn’t so much as chimed in nearly a decade. The rounds split open a Dragon’s Hoard 777 stand-up, and a stream of defunct Wyldechits noisily spilled out onto the tiled floor. “One of the Greys must be jammin’ us.”

      “You jokin’?” Bravo Six, a troll who normally went by You-Turn, scoffed as he slid feet-first across the floor to take cover behind a shredded bench-couch. “These things’re so twisted, they’re halfway ta bugs! Dial up a new freak an’ try again—whoa!”

      The armored troll had to fall back, almost flat to the ground, to avoid a stream of energized secretion that splashed in an arc over his horned head. The slimy ichor drew a foul line across the back of the bench, the fabric instantly turning black and smoking.

      The source of the deadly stream, a trunk-bodied chimera with serpentine jaws set in a leonine muzzle, began to crawl over an upturned craps table. “Diiiiiieeeeeee…” The word seemed to fall out of the creature’s nostrils more than its slavering mouth, its sparkling, lupine eyes darting around in search of its next target for its predation.

      “I got you, Six!” Bravo One took a moment away from the frequency ticker in the HUD of her tactical goggles to aim at the twisted beast and plant a trio of heavy slugs into its gray-brown body. Splashes of violet blood bubbled out of the puckered wounds, but the monster barely recoiled—possibly more from the impacts, rather than any sort of bodily give. “Where the frag are Two and Five?”

      “I saw Two chase a couple Chucks into the cashier’s hall,” answered Bravo Four, his own weapon finding a mark on the chimera. “And I think Stitches…I mean Five…is trying to patch up Three. His ticket got punched, didn’t it?”

      “I’ve walked away from worse.” Bravo Six drew his combat axe and rose into a crouch.

      “Three hasn’t had the work you have.” Another pair of muscle-splitting hits from One’s SMG slammed into the nightmarish beast.

      “Nobody has!” Four laughed, but worry crept into his voice as the chimera continued to advance.

      “You know you love it.” The troll leaped up and swung his axe hard, bringing it down and through the creature’s collarbone, burying the weapon halfway to its chest cavity.

      “Thsssssss!” the chimera hissed angrily, its fanged maw opening toward Bravo Six’s nearby face, another surge of acidic sludge welling up in the tubes beneath its tongue.

      “I made it.” Bravo Five, an elven rigger with a thick southern drawl, appeared in the hall and levelled her shotgun at the chimera’s temple. “But Three didn’t.”

      Her statement was punctuated with the blast of her weapon, and half the beast’s head disappearing in a sticky cloud of violet gore. The chimera sagged forward, a steady river of foulness falling from its open and pulped skull in a disgusting pile on the ground.

      “We’ll go back for him later.” Bravo One nodded to her teammate. “Right now we need to go backup Two.” She gestured toward the entrance to the cashier’s area.

      “On it.” Six yanked his axe free from the monstrous corpse.

      “On task, Bravo Team. Load up and—” Something caught her eye in the shadows as she slapped a new magazine into her SMG. In a blur, she brought her weapon up to point out into the emptiness of the casino floor, the barrel jabbing out toward…nothing.

      “You okay, Angel?” Bravo Four was genuinely concerned.

      “Yeah…” She turned back to her team’s advance on the hall. “I thought I saw something, but it’s just shift-tricks on my nerves.”

      “You sure?” Six growled, squinting at the empty room behind them. “Last thing we need is one of these Grey bastards sneakin’ up behind us and blastin’ our asses.”

      “I’m sure.” Bravo One nodded confidently. “Just mage echoes or Astral leakage.”

      “You’re the expert.” The troll shrugged and disappeared into the hallway.

      She gave the empty, cordite-smoke-filled room one last glance to dispel her nagging worry, and then charged down the hall toward the team’s primary mission.

      It had taken their employers almost two months to track down a local Faustian cult cell to this dilapidated casino, but as soon as they had the location locked down for these Dis-worshipping zealots, they had Angel assemble Bravo Team. She took a bunch of mercs and formed them into a unit. They might not get the callsigns and codenames right all the time, but they knew their jobs. A three-hour flight later, bullets and spells were flying back and forth in the Wylde’s parking lot, and now the team was one member down and exhausted from fighting actual monsters—but the end was in sight.

      “Unless they blasted a back door out the bottom,” Bravo Four said between leapfrogging tactical positions with Five down the corridor, “this part of the building is a damn vault. We’ll have ’em dead bang.”

      “Emphasis on bang.” Six laughed.

      “But let’s go light on that whole dead part, okay?” Angel reminded her team. It was too easy to get caught up in the adrenaline of a firefight, especially when a friend and ally was taken out—as seemed to be the case with Bravo Three. “Remember, Shiawase needs one of these wasters alive if possible. Seems they know something the corpos need.”

      “So…” Bravo Five spun the cylinder on her heavy revolver. “We do right by Three on all but one of these dregs, and say they scuffled harder than expected.”

      “Now now, Stitches,” Bravo Four interjected as they reached a bend in the corridor. “They’ve got access to our smartlink feeds, eye-cams, and…I dunno…maybe more. You sure we want to…” As he turned the corner, his voice trailed off.

      Lying in the next twist of the poorly lit hallway leading to the cashiers’ back room, crumpled into an agonizingly twisted ball of broken limbs topped with a face frozen in his last, choked cry of anguish, was Bravo Two. Maxxline stooped down and verified what was painfully obvious, turning his face up to look at the other three remaining members of the team.

      “Then again.” His voice was dripping with anger. “One in cuffs and the others toe-tagged sounds fine.”

      “For Two,” Five added.

      “For Two,” The others responded.

      The next few minutes were pure drive. Seeing and understanding what happened to Bravo Two steeled the team for the threat waiting for them at the end of this hallway. They loaded up, tightened down, and got ready for anything.

      By the time they were spread out in front of the heavy metal door to the cashier’s room, the tension in the air was like highline fiberoptics strung between them.

      “You ready? Hit ’em hard. Hit ’em fast, and don’t let up until we win.” The team leader hoped it sounded inspiring. “Four’ll count us in. On three.”

      Angel and Stitches took up positions behind You-Turn, with Maxxline focusing on the old maglock keypad. Even with just a meager amount of current in the building’s wiring, he should have been able to spark it up and pop the door, but something was wrong with the connections, and his AR feed was covered in blinking red warning flags.

      “Maxx?” Angel asked.

      “Something’s…not right.” He shook his head.

      “Can you maybe—” As Bravo One, Angel’s commands had the last word—if she was allowed to speak them.

      “THREE!” You-Turn roared, planting his size twenty-eight stud-tipped boot in the center of the lock plate. Titanium-laced bones wrapped in trollish metamuscle connected by vat-grown tendons that could be used to tow a Volkswagen Rabbit all stacked together to form a battering ram that struck with enough force to shatter the 3-centimeter deadbolts inside the doorframe. The sound was the offspring of a thunderbolt bred with a concussion grenade, and it did the trick.

      The door flew open on its hinges, smashing into the nearest desk inside the room. The makeshift bang-smack of an entrance was enough to give Bravo Team the jump on the three Faustians waiting inside.

      The cultists had turned over desks and chip carts to form a rough barricade in the middle of the room. Debris was scattered all across the tile floor, almost like loose gravel—except made of poker chips, moldy drink napkins, and out-of-date event flyers—making it hard to get good footing. Behind the ramshackle wall were the three Faustian cultists, aetheric motes of energy gathering in the center one’s hands while the others began to take sloppy, panicked shots with light pistols.

      The remainder of Bravo Team flooded the room, taking the occasional wayward shot to keep the Faustians’ heads down so they could get into better positions.

      You-Turn followed through with his own momentum, shielding his eyes with his forearm and letting the light-caliber rounds impact like stinging gnats against his hide. He was a troll-shaped bulldozer smashing through everything between his team and those Dis-worshipping cultists.

      Stitches and Maxxline hunkered down amid the chairs and desks, but Angel took a chance to use half the doorframe for cover. Most of her was still out in the corridor, but she leaned around to take aim. Seeing the magical energy coalescing around the middle cultist’s hands, she focused on that one—a Faustian mage was no joke. The foul magics and bio-sculpting they gained from their Disian tutors were devastating on many levels, and even a troll like Bravo Six couldn’t withstand it for long.

      “I’ll geek the spell-slinger!” she shouted, launching the first volley of rounds toward the spell-in-progress.

      The cultist’s entropy bolt soared from his hands right before Angel’s bullets laced up his shoulder and spun him around like a drunken dancer. The jaundiced-ivory spell lanced outward, washing over You-Turn’s shoulder like a magical water balloon. Where the coruscating pulse of energy touched, his pale skin turned black, swelling and splitting like a piece of fruit left in the fire.

      “Fragging culties!” he bellowed, cocking back his axe in the other arm and letting it fly, end over end, until the head buried itself in the leftmost Faustian’s chest. There was the splintering of bone and a wet sqloosh; red blood sparkling with alien, violet threads spurted from her pursed lips, saying something in an ancient language half-choked with blood and lung tissue. The force of the blow sent her flying back into a stack of check trays, all of which fell to the floor in a massive rattle.

      The cultist was dead, and You-Turn was forced to stop his bulldozing siege, spinning off to the side of a support column and sliding to a seat in order to make a status report on the throbbing, crackling agony devouring his shoulder.

      “You okay, Six?” Stitches shouted over the cacophony of battle.

      “Hurts like nothin’ else!” he yelled back, taking a quick look down at the peeling skin and weeping starburst wound. “And it’s gettin’ worse!”

      “On my way.” Bravo Five—Stitches—put her long elven legs to work, crossing the room and tucking into a sliding halt next to the troll, using him as cover with industrial-grade anesthetic spray already in hand. “I got you, big guy.”

      “TrackLive says that’s the last one, but G.O.D.’s whispers are tellin’ me something else.” Maxxline’s eyes flickered across the AR window in front of him, which was having a hard time focusing on data that should have been readily available to his feed. “It doesn’t grok straight, though. Just drop these Grey-worshipping nutjobs and I’ll sort it out as soon as I can.”

      “Victory shall be ours!” The Faustian’s fingers started to crackle with aetheric energy. “You cannot stem the flood of what is co⁠—”

      “Mute it, drekwad!” Angel’s off-hand moved in a blur, snatching a puck-shaped charge from her hip sling, clicking the impact trigger two times, and letting it fly from her fingertips, all in a smooth, sweeping motion. Her projectile hit the tile floor—the first impact priming the detonator—before sliding under the overturned desk to skitter toward the Faustian. The polymer skipping stone sped across the linoleum to careen into the toes of the unexpecting cultist’s reinforced boot.

      That second impact answered Angel’s preset trigger requirements, and the resulting explosion of force pushed her target’s right foot upward and backward with the speed of a car crash. Bones were not broken, nor skin split, but the tendons and ligaments holding the Faustian’s foot, ankle, and knee in sync with each other came apart like rotten rubber bands. They went heels over head and came crashing down in a heap, ears bleeding, eyes throbbing, and pain shooting up from their ruined leg.

      Even so, the cultist still tried to right themself, gravity and an utterly destroyed sense of equilibrium rebelling against each attempt.

      “Oh no you don’t!” Angel leaped over a capsized pair of desk chairs to land both heels on the Faustian’s already pulped knee. There was a sound that could only be equated to giving a length of damp celery a twist, followed by the hollow gasp of shock taking the cultist’s consciousness from them.

      “Sitrep, Four?” she asked, already slipping a mage bag over the cultist’s hands and looping a heavy-duty plastic restraint strap around their wrists.

      “We’re good,” Maxxline answered, a slight tone of unease in his voice. “I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Naw,” he replied more confidently, waving away the AR feed and ignoring the strange ripple it was picking up from something. “We’re good.”

      “Speak…unh…for yourself, Maxx.” You-Turn laughed, wincing at the quick-clamp he pinched closed at his shoulder. Disian magic was causing the wound to spread, arcane necrosis setting in before his eyes. His heavily augmented trollish constitution would keep the infection from spreading, but the pain would probably have put a lesser person down a while ago. “I’m pretty far from fraggin’ good.”

      “Suck it up, you big gnarly baby.” Angel holstered her gun and pointed their team medic to help You-Turn. “What’s the real prognosis, Stitches?”

      “Big lug’ll be fine.” The elf smiled, knelt next to him, and injected a healthy dose of a local numbing agent into the pectoral muscle closest to the wound. “He’s just griping for more pharm.” She looked into his eyes, seeing the dilation response from the new meds, and reassured him. “You’re gonna be fine.”

      “All right then.” Angel started to pick up their robed captive, careful not to put her hands too close to the cultist’s mouth; even a mage who can’t cast could bite. “Get over here and make sure this bullet sponge doesn’t die on us.” She kicked one of the desk chairs out of the debris pile, moving it toward the door. “Bravo Four, let’s get set up in the other room back there. We’re going to need some space for a proper questioning.”

      Maxxline didn’t respond, his fingertips spooling through a record of the sub-feed issues he was having.

      “Bravo Four?” Angel repeated, then raised her voice directly. “Maxxline!”

      “What?” He snapped to, closing the log. “What’s up?”

      “You frosty over there?”

      “Yeah…yeah,” he nodded, “The chair. On it, One.”

      But as he pulled the plastic and leather office chair from the floor and turned toward the door, Maxxline couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. The Matrix numbers just weren’t adding up. Mentally he shook it off, chalking it up to more Disian interference…but he hoped he was wrong.
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      “Come on!” Angel smacked her fist against the cultist’s cheekbone, blood spattering away from the impact. The chair they were taped into rocked, but it didn’t topple. “You know where they’re getting their code from!”

      “You don’t…understand…” The cultist spat a thick glob of gore and a single tooth onto the floor. “We are all already theirs. They will come and they will take us, and they will know us, and they will reward those who already serve Dis⁠—”

      “Mute that drek and tell us how they’re breaking the encryptions!” She planted another punch, this one a little high, and to the opposite side of their head. The simple ratchet on the chair popped into the unlocked position, and it spun the Faustian around like a sickening carnival ride. Their head slumped downward, a steady line of more-blood-than-saliva running from their lips onto their chest.

      With a heavy sigh, Angel walked away in frustration toward where the rest of Bravo team was watching the infuriating display. She motioned to Stitches. “Bravo Five. Give ’em a minute to recover, then chem ’em up for round two.”

      Stitches nodded. Grabbing an injector and a slap patch from her pack, she slowly stood up and headed over to do as ordered. A look passed over her face that spoke volumes about her feelings toward this ugly interrogation. Torture was disgusting, and even if this could be logged as a “particularly rough interrogation,” it never sat well with her.

      Bravo One flopped down onto a stool next to her team, catching her breath, as she wiped blood off her knuckles with an old cocktail napkin. “I hate the zealots. Azzies, Dracos, and now the Faustians. They are universally more trouble than they’re worth, and a⁠—”

      “Bug in the code,” Maxxline muttered, paging through AR windows in the corner of his vision.

      “I was gonna say pain in my ass,” Angel chuckled, “but I guess your metaphor works, too.”

      “No. Sorry.” Maxxline pinched the viewers closed. “There’s just some really freaky readings coming in. I’ve used them to fool G.O.D. a bunch of times before. False feedback, dump spikes, and buffer loops galore, and they’ve never failed me.”

      “So, they’re…due?” You-Turn slurred from the heavy doses of pain management flowing through him.

      “That’s the thing.” Maxxline shook his head. “The readings aren’t false, they just…weird. Like they’re picking up signals that are coming from out of nothing. I’ve picked up a fraggin’ technomancer’s strings before, and this isn’t it, either. Maybe it’s something physically at the reader nodes themselves.” He paused and caught Angel’s eye, thumbing toward their captive in the chair. “You’ve got this handled, Angel. I’m going to go give ’em a reboot, look and see if I’m just readin’ twos in the ones and zeroes.”

      “Sure,” Bravo One nodded. “Just leave your link open. We’ll need you to send the recordings to our guy at Shiawase when this Grey-loving headcase finally spills. Speaking of…” She looked to the medic. “Are they ready for the next round?”

      “As ready as anyone is to be tortured, yeah.”

      “I’ll leave you to it, then.” Maxxline gave up his seat to Stitches, whose elven features had never looked more drawn and haggard, and jogged back out toward the casino entrances.

      “All right,” Angel sighed, slowly walking back to the now semi-conscious Faustian. “I know you’re one foot already in those grey bastards’ space ships or whatever they use to slime their way around our world, but you can’t honestly want to die for them, right? I mean, if they’re so all-powerful, our employers couldn’t possibly stand up to them, even if we knew where you and your little club have them hidden away, right? Why not just tell us so you can watch us fail so miserably?”

      A sadistic, malicious glint shone in the cultist’s swelling eye.

      “See?” Angel continued. “Doesn’t that sound better than us just sitting here, beating your face into a soy patty? All you have to do is⁠—”

      “The readers weren’t wrong!” Maxxline’s voice suddenly broke through the team’s comms. “They just didn’t know how…how to⁠—”

      Click.

      Then nothing. Just silence.

      “Four? Four, you okay?” Angel knew Maxxline to be almost universally prime under pressure, so real worry crept into her voice.

      “Maxx?” You-Turn sat up, blinking away the chemically induced haze. “Sitrep, code jockey. Tell us you’re okay.”

      Nothing.

      “I don’t like it.” Stitches flicked the safety off her sidearm and tensed.

      “Who’s out there?” Angel stabbed an accusatory finger toward the cultist. “How many more of you are there?”

      “We. Are. Endless. We. Are. End—” They were on the edge of dark, maniacal laughter, but Angel’s backhand cut them off. Looking up at her, they grinned, every tooth lined by freshly bleeding gums.

      “We need to see what’s up with Maxx, or Four, or whatever.” You-Turn groaned, grabbing Angel’s attention away from her grisly work. “I’m on it.”

      “You good to do it, Six?” Angel looked at the troll and checked her ammo levels. “Frosty?”

      “Yeah, just give me a second to clear my…” You-Turn started to get to his feet, and when his step faltered, Stitches jabbed him in the thigh with an injector. “Woooah. Oh yeah, that’s prime…yeah, yeah. I’m good.”

      “That’s the same cocktail I used to get through the bug tunnels of Park Ridge,” Stitches chuffed. “He’s good for a dustup.”

      “Alright, then.” Angel pointed at the Faustian. “Five, you stay here with them. Six and I will go check it out.”

      Then came a smoky voice like the harmonic tone of a violin.

      “Chana urrainn dhuit seasa’nmh ann an slighe a’ bhàis aguis fuireach’o.”

      The words were strange to Team Bravo, but the sound came to Stitches’ elven ears like her mother’s whispered bedtime stories. It wasn’t fully Gaelic, nor was it Sperethiel. It was something mixed together and somehow older. No matter what it was, it sent chills of foreboding across her skin as she remembered the last time she’d heard a voice like that.

      “Sidhe…” she managed to get out three more words before everything turned to chaos around them. “Wait!”

      Bravos One and Six, the bookends of the mission team, took two steps toward that voice when Maxxline eerily and slowly slid into the room through silently parting doors.

      “Maxx?” Something was wrong though, and Angel could see it. His arms were slack at his sides, and his feet were not actually moving…just kind of scooting forward evenly on his heels. But it was his face, as soon as one of the room’s lights shone upon it, that sold the horror of the moment.

      Something sharp—very sharp—had run up through his chin, nose, and between his eyes, bisecting his facial features and painting his neck and chest red with gore. It was so grisly looking, it was easy to miss the slight glimmer of magic at his shoulders, hips, and knees, tiny sparkles or motes of aether holding on to his still-warm corpse like the strings of a marionette.

      “It’s a trick! Fae meat puppetry!” Stitches warned them, but it was too late.

      Suddenly, in a jerking motion like a doll being spun around in place, Maxxline twirled to show his back to the room. Upon his back were taped two concussion grenades, their pins pulled by a thin line extending into the darkness.

      “Get back!” You-Turn shouted, yanking Angel by the shoulder and tucking her to get cover from the bulk of his body as the detonation blasted them with a wave of force strong enough to knock the troll off his feet and back several paces. The custom combat drugs coursing through him pushed the blackness of unconsciousness to the edge of his vision, but he stayed alert. His ears rang, though, and his lungs cried out for air.

      Angel, due to You-Turn’s quick shielding of her, only really had the ringing in her ears to deal with, and Stitches was far enough back in the room that she felt the wave, but didn’t lose more than a half-step.

      Even so, it did the trick. The team was put off their mark, and it was all she needed.

      A blur of deep green and indigo shot into the room. She was faster than a non-augmented eye could track, trailing strips of cloth from her oil-slick-hued cuirass that made her movements even more ephemeral. In her hands she held a long, thin blade of what looked like mirrored glass. Her ash-grey skin, where it wasn’t covered by wraps of leather or links of chain, was painted in swirls and patterns of all the colder colors of the rainbow. Her eyes were two bright amber pricks of glimmer in her face, and yet somehow they were her coldest part of all.

      Despite the grenades, You-Turn was already gathering his feet under himself, and the mysterious blur must have known that, even partially stunned by her corpse-bomb trick, he was the biggest threat. In three strides, like a ballerina’s jetés, she crossed the distance and struck.

      That thin, mirrored blade plunged perfectly between the vertebrae of You-Turn’s spine. With a quick back-and-forth of the wrist, the spinal column and the clustered cyberwire conduits running along it to the brain were severed.

      The proverbial lights in the troll’s eyes went out instantly, and all of the progress he’d made to stand was undone, sending several hundred pounds of dying meat and cyberware crashing back down to the dirty tiled floor. It was clean, precise, and barely left any blood upon her shining blade.

      “No!” Angel’s sorrow-spawned adrenaline brought her fully to the present again, and she unleashed a volley of submachinegun rounds toward their attacker. The swordswoman twisted, turned, and spun in place, avoiding most bullets altogether, but two managed to find their mark against her side. They pancaked against her armor, sending ripples of mystic energy across its surface like tossing stones in a pond.

      Those amber eyes narrowed at Bravo One in response.

      Then she charged.

      “Who are—” Angel had only enough time for half of her question before the blur was within striking range, the edge of the mirror blade flicking out twice to rob Angel of her weapon—and the hands holding them. A third and final return stroke saw Angel’s throat laid open, and any further inquiries fell from her as blood instead of words.

      “Mercy, sidhe, mercy!” Stitches pleaded, tossing her own sidearm away dramatically. “I don’t know who called you, or why you are here, but…”

      The mysterious killer pointed a slender finger at the cultist in the chair.

      “Them?” Stitches scoffed, holding her hands up in a continued gesture of surrender. “You want ’em? Take ’em! This Shiawase gig was only mod pay anyway! I can spare the rep…just let me walk out that door—” She pointed over the cultist’s shoulder. “—and I’m a ghost. Out. Gone. They’re all yours.”

      “Ta’,” the swordswoman replied, stepping slightly to one side, suggesting to let Stitches by.

      “By all my aunts and grannies in the Nog,” Stitches sighed, quickly heading toward the door. “Thank yo—agh!”

      As soon as the last member of Bravo Team was parallel to her, the mirror-edged blade flashed again, and Stitches’ dominant hand flopped to the ground, fingers twitching.

      “What the hell was that for?!” she cried, her medical training already thinking of wrapping and staving the shorn wrist.

      “Defeat comes at a price, Tirling.” Her attacker spoke clearly, but with a heavy and harmonious accent. “Now you have paid yours. Go. Leave without further word, and you get no more baen’n from me this day.”

      Stitches complied, jogging out of the room and disappearing around the bend in the hallway, leaving the assassin alone with the Faustian. While she paused to tighten the triage at her wrist, she dared a peek around the corner.

      “I’ve looked upon the others,” the assassin told the captive, producing a small hunting knife from her knee-high boots. She approached him and deftly sliced his bonds away from the chair. “You serve the Dis, yes?”

      “I do.” The cultist stood up slowly and shakily, their tattered robe falling off their shoulder to reveal a series of elaborate tattoos and scars. “I am one of their fingerprints upon the world. Did they send you?”

      “No.” The symbols marked upon their flesh filled the assassin’s amber eyes and brought a thin smile to her lips. “I serve another.”

      Her sword flashed out twice, one slash up that opened their robe fully and a second cross-cut that sent their head tumbling back off their shoulders. As the body slumped to the side, she yanked the robe apart and pushed their now exposed and headless body back into the chair, neck pumping gore backward onto the floor.

      Now that she could see it all, their entire chest was marked in ink and ragged wounds to form a variety of diagrams and profane patterns. Seeing this, she used the robe in her hand to wipe most of the alchemical greasepaint from her face, revealing her pale, ashen skin and sharp, almost too elven features.

      Cleaning the edge of her sword with the robe before discarding it, she turned the side of its polished blade to look into it and whisper a short incantation.

      A moment after, a voice telepathically seeped into her mind. Saoirse, were you successful?

      “Yes, Your Majesty,” she answered with a slight bow. “I have it.”
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        Neon Nanse-Ease (Throwback Discotheque)

        Renton, Greater Seattle Area

        10 August 2082, 0320 hours

      

      

      “You’re late.” C0untd0wn pushed her empty cocktail glass to join the other four in the center of the mirror-top table, the condensation making it slide effortlessly.

      As he approached her spot in the corner of the dance club, the Johnson could not have looked more out of place. His starched Archfeld suit was a splotch of banality amid the flashing floodlights and sweeping lasers, and he didn’t so much as twitch to the steady bass thump of the music. Things had wound down throughout the establishment a little while ago; most of the wait staff was getting into cleaning mode, and only a handful of patrons were still around.

      The Johnson looked around cautiously. “Are we sure this is the right place for our business?”

      In contrast, C0untd0wn was right at home. The dwarf had bright blue hair tied into a cluster of braids flopped chaotically around the back of her tan-skinned head, clashing against her 21st-century inmate-style orange jumper belted at the waist with half a dozen seatbelts from different old cars. Flanking both sides of the table were two strikingly beautiful dancers, an elf woman and a human man, and all three of them looked up at the corporate agent with a touch of disdain.

      “My old roommate from Redmond owns the joint, sees me like a little sister. He’d kill for me.” The rosy-cheeked dwarf grinned mischievously. “And has. We’ll be fine. As soon as you take your seat, my friends will be on their way.”

      The Johnson tried to pull the only remaining stool out, found it was bolted to the drink-sticky tiled floor, and instead swung his leg over and settled in. At that, C0untd0wn nodded, and the two dancers both gave her affectionate kisses on her cheeks, then disappeared through the staff doors at the back of the room. C0untd0wn tapped a small, blinking red light in the corner of an open AR window, causing the word Boom? to appear above the indicator, along with an activator cursor, minimized the feed, then waited for him to begin.

      “My employer,” said the Johnson, “is offering you a retainer for forty-eight hours and travel expenses to meet with them and the other potential operatives of the team, all of whom will be new to you.” He produced a small, hexagonal plastic business card from his pocket and snapped it deliberately onto the table in front of her.

      “Wait a tic, chum.” C0untd0wn plucked the card from the table, the metal of her AR-augmented fingertips clicking against the reflective surface. She lifted it to her face and let her cyber eyes scan the access code—and the “KE” emblem of Knight Errant flashed into her HUD instantly. “Oh, buddy boy, I have questions.”

      “I can provide answers to the best of my ability, but some information can only be…post-retainment.”

      “Uno.” Crushing the card into a fist she held aloft between them, she started peeling open her hand, one finger at a time, to dramatically count down her inquiries. “I have never been too prime working for badges. The nuyen will need to be stacked for this to be worth taking the hit to my rep with certain cliques.” She pulled forward another finger. “B. You said that I’d be working face-to-facing with new runners. Which means my normal guys, gals, and cybered-up pals aren’t going to have my back.” One last, and very profane, finger. “And three: you said…travel. So, I just hope you know I don’t fly roach, I don’t bus with norms, and I haven’t driven anything I didn’t steal since my sixteenth birthday.”

      “Is that all?” The Johnson smiled. “Because you haven’t actually asked any questions yet.”

      “Fine.” C0untd0wn sucked her teeth. “Does it pay well? Why can’t I pick my own team? What kind of travel is Knight Error putting up for me? There. Questions. Now spill.”

      “The retainer for just attending the meet-and-greet is five thousand, paid upon arrival. The team was custom-picked by an outside collaborator we are working with. It doesn’t reflect poorly on your regulars. Rather, it means your reputation precedes you⁠—”

      “No doubt.” She gave a shallow bow of her head, her beaded braids drooping forward over her shoulders.

      “And.” The Johnson clearly didn’t like being interrupted, but held his calm composure. “You are only headed a few hours away, so we would arrange for a private car.”

      “If I time it right, how’s about a meal and road snacks?” C0untd0wn leaned in, her shining lifelike cyber-eyes recording everything she saw for her own records—a standard practice she had implemented for years. All too many times had things gone sour; having vid evidence to prove a point—or blackmail a contact—was instrumental in turning lemons into a nice, expensive cocktail.

      “Of course.”

      “Mini-bar?” she added, narrowing her eyes.

      “Sure.”

      “One of those mythical poke-G.O.D.-in-the-eye cards the badged-up codeslingers have?” she pressed, biting her lower lip.

      “I’m not sure those actually exist, Miss,” the Johnson sighed, “but you can ask when you meet your employers, should you wish.”

      “Alright, Mr. brown slacks.” She leaned forward onto her elbows and flicked on her AR-scrolling fingertips, which lit up with an assortment of rainbow-LED fingernails. “Where do I sign?”

      “The arrangement is already in your inbox.”

      “All righty, then.” Her fingers flashed both figuratively and literally across the pages of data, highlighting the important bits and dropping her SINformation into the required points on the deal. Then, pulling up that little red blinking indicator again, she flicked it once more; the words No Boom appeared briefly before she pinched the windows closed. “And…done.”

      She got up and walked around to the Johnson’s side of the table, pausing entirely too close to him for his comfort by the hitch in his breath. “Miss?”

      “And now that I know you’re frosty…” She moved quickly, ducking suddenly and reaching under the stool he was sitting on.

      He flinched. “C0untd0wn? What are you doing?”

      When she didn’t punch him, pick his pockets, or anything else—but was obviously doing something down there, the look on his face went from panic to confusion.

      “…I’ll be taking this back, then.” She rose back up, her smile wide across her barcode-tattooed lips. In her hands was a small, army-green cylinder topped by a magnetic coupling ring and trailing some exposed wires.

      “Is that…a…a…”

      “Limpet charge. All frag, totally directional. You turned out okay, and this looks like a good corpcog gig, so no shrapnel enema for you.” She slid it into her pocket. Seeing his mouth agape in shock, she shrugged. “What? A girl can never be too careful these days.”

      With a nod and a slight skip in her step, she started toward the entrance, but then paused to catch the eye of the hulking ork in the neon pink pantsuit behind the bar.

      “Thanks for lettin’ me breathe all your oxy, Patty!” C0untd0wn pointed her thumb and a roguish look over her shoulder at her table, where the Johnson was still gathering himself. “Tall, dark, and corporate’s got the bill!”

      
      
        
        The Waiting Room (Unlicensed Body Shop)

        Redmond Barrens, Greater Seattle Area

        10 August 2082, 0600 hours

      

      

      “We’re…ouch, Doc!…back here!” a booming voice echoed from the back room of the dingy strip-mall corner spot. The Johnson followed the sound, passing through a grease-smeared curtain of plastic flaps like a traditional deli or butcher shop had.

      “I’m looking for…oh, right.” The Johnson paused, remembering his protocols. “It’s a real bull’s market in the lists today.”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s what our guy said you’d say. It’s frost. Glad you found the place.”

      The hulking, dark-skinned minotaur currently reclined in a dentist-style chair in the center of the room smiled at him as he ducked inside. An ork in a patched and vandalized Doc Wagon responder’s coat was wrist-deep in his side, doing god knew what to his rib cage—which the Johnson could see was made of a highly striated, polymer-metal blend. Shirtless, the massive patient was a piece of modern art made of meta-muscle, battle scars, glow-filament tattoos, and several patches and access ports for a small fortune in bio and cyberware.

      “I woulda gone to your offices to meet up, but my boy L33r0y needed bailing out…” He winced, the brass ring in his septum clacking noisily against one of his tusks.

      “Hold still, Toro,” the street surgeon scolded, a lump of ash falling off his Rotunda Black cigar as he spoke, narrowly missing the open wound in Toro’s side. “That last piece of shrap’s tucked in good against your filtration pump. This is not gonna tickle.”

      “Thanks, Doc.” Toro’s eyes momentarily widened. “Oooh…frag me sideways!”

      “I would normally offer to do this another time.” The Johnson swallowed hard. “But my employers are rather short on exactly that, and this needs to be arranged sooner rather than later.”

      “It’s fine.” Toro nodded, the cluster of black dreadlocks at the back of his horned head dancing like a bouquet of snakes. “My platelets’ll kick in when this butcher is done. A couple burrito-blast supremes, and I’ll be prime by sundown.”

      “Watch what you call me, horns. I have a stapler six inches from your spleen. Anyway, if I was a butcher, I’d’ve slabbed you and sold you for parts years ago. Hells, you’re probably worth what? Maybe three-quarters of a mil⁠—”

      “So,” Toro interrupted, turning his attention back to the Johnson awkwardly standing in the entrance area of the chop shop. “What does my would-be benevolent employer need of me?”

      The Johnson opened up an AR window using the access ’trodes built into his rings. “Your handler appropriated a significant amount of your debt to be forwarded to UniOmni in exchange for your involvement in my client’s operation. As you can see⁠—”

      “I can’t.” Toro shook his head.

      “Can’t what? We were ensured that you would be available for contract purp⁠—”

      “Oh, I am. I just can’t see what you’re flicking and popping in the Matrix.” He pressed a thick finger against the edge of his cheek, pointing to his dark blue eye. “No feeds, no deck, no pop screens. I don’t Wi or Fi.”

      “Oh.” The slight disappointment appeared on and instantly disappeared from the Johnson’s face in the same breath. “I guess I’ll have to arrange for hard copies of everything as soon as possible.”

      “I know it’s a pain, but it’s the only way I know to keep codefolk from tinkering with my inside bits.” There was the clink of metal on metal as the cab-yellow alloy magazine from Doc’s industrial-grade stapler dropped into the bedpan on the floor, followed by the repeated ka-chunk of him going to work across the minotaur’s incision. “Ow.”

      “All done, T.” Doc slapped a bloody hand against Toro’s muscle-sheathed stomach and backed away, setting the stapler on a tray and peeling the latex gloves off before tossing them into the sink. “I’ll send you the bill.”

      “Thanks, Doc.” Toro sat up, winced slightly against the high-tension plastic clips holding his side together, and reached for a worn, New Orleans Tombstones jersey dotted with faded autographs. As he pulled it down over his horned head and carefully twisted it in place, he kept eye contact with the Johnson. “You know what? Khrono and his crew lined up my guys with your guys, and many a toast was had. I’m in.”

      “Don’t you want to know what the job parameters might be?” The Johnson closed the AR window and cocked his head slightly. “It could be anything. I’ve read your file. You’re a runner with principles, something that can raise questions in the heat of the moment. What if the job goes against your purported sensibilities?”

      Doc chuckled lowly, washing up in the sink and acting like he wasn’t listening to the conversation taking place.

      “Well, if your clients try to make me do something I don’t wanna do…” Toro swung his legs over one side of the chair and stood to his full height. At over 3 meters to the tips of his silver-capped horns, Toro absolutely filled the room with his bulk. “I’ll bring it all down, end up on another list, and have this same conversation with a new Johnson a month from now who made deals with whoever you work for to erase the debt I picked up for fraggin’ the mission. Wouldn’t be the first time. Prolly not the last.”

      “B-But,” the Johnson couldn’t help but stammer slightly while looking up at the monstrous metahuman, “don’t you runners pride yourselves on your reputations?”

      “Hey wagey.” Doc laughed, not even turning around, “the amount of good stuff Toro does across the GSA outweighs any scream sheet runner who might talk trash. If you’re good by him, he’ll do fine by you. That’s the truth.”

      “But hey.” Toro smiled, and it was a genuinely warm affectation. “I’m sure it won’t come to that, right?” He slouched slightly, transforming from a terror-inducing killing machine to someone you’d want to invite out for drinks. He bent slightly, careful not to fold over his wound too much, and picked up a lumpy canvas duffle bag that made an assortment of odd sounds when he shouldered it. It was the collective clutter of a pawn shop’s worth of randomness stuffed into a bag.

      “With everything I owe to people with half an alphabet’s worth of letters after their names, I can’t be too choosy these days. Keepin’ all of this tip-top,” he gestured to his body, “is expensive.”

      “Even with his friend-of-a-friend discount,” Doc added.

      “So yeah, chum, I’m ready when you are.”

      “Ready?” the Johnson sounded honestly confused. “For what?”

      “For you to buy me breakfast. A Taco Temple, Stuffer Shack, Meaty Matey’s…I don’t care. I’m going to need the cals when this morning catches up to me.”

      “Okay. Yes. I can make that happen.”

      “What do you drive?”

      “Company car.” The two of them exited through the same plastic flaps the Johnson came in through, heading toward the front doors of Doc’s place.

      “I hope it’s big enough.” Toro’s laugh was as warm as his smile. “’Cause you’re gonna hate taking the Metro, company man.”

      
      
        
        Grizzly Memorial Fountain

        Lake Forest Park

        Snohomish, Greater Seattle Area

        10 August 2082, 2200 hours

      

      

      The sound of gangland squabbles in the concrete lots a few hundred paces away echoed through the night, filling the air with unease and tension, but this small patch of protected wilderness in the middle of the park remained peaceful. The tarnished and patina-coated brass dancing bears that made up the old, defunct fountains stood as a reminder of what this place once was, and while the throngs of youthful gangers and militant believers might not have realized it, this place still thrummed with the spiritual pulse of life that once made it so great.

      “It was during the blackouts.” The bulky human in the orange leather jacket said, revealing he’d heard the Johnson walking quietly up in the darkness. “Many of the city’s spirits were being harnessed for their juice, or forced into base slavery for everyone caught unaware by the shutdowns. The ones who managed to escape that astral hell huddled here under Luna’s watchful eye, behind the shields of the Great Bear phalanx. It was both tragic and marvelous at the same time.”

      “Richter?” the Johnson asked, focusing on the task he’d been sent to do.

      “Like the earthquake scale, yeah.” Richter turned to the beam of the yellowing streetlamp, the corner of his mouth creasing his cheek and deepening his five o’clock shadow. He was dressed like something between a Los Anarchist from the Free State and a traditional hunter, in patched denim jeans, those all-recycled material Birk-O sandals, and a vintage t-shirt from a band no one had listened to in twenty years
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