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CHAPTER ONE

A Woman in the Crowd




JADE ARRIVED AT the Moscone Convention Center just before eight o’clock. Unlike other, more historic buildings in downtown San Francisco, the conference venue was a modern structure fit for the twenty-first century. Its top-notch facilities, central location, and proximity to the bay attracted companies from all over the world. Admittance to most meetings was by invitation only, and tonight was no different.

As usual, Dragonsoft had spared no expense on presentation. Laser beacons shone on a banner draped above the main entrance. On black sheeting, the company logo was displayed prominently: a scaled, fire-breathing dragon straight out of medieval legend. And superimposed over the creature’s belly in silvery, old style English lettering: Annual Conference XII.

Jade had never been to the Moscone Center, but a quick browse through the official website had given her an idea what to expect. Within the glass and steel walls were three floors of presentation rooms, meeting areas, restaurants, and Internet connections for a thousand laptop computers. Just as well, since the crowd outside was at least two hundred strong.

Other than a few homeless people squatting along Fourth Street, everyone present was here for the big event. The male to female ratio was approximately four to one. The few women wore thick coats to ward off the effects of the wintry night. All except for Jade.

Her bright green evening dress flapped against her knees as she strode purposefully towards the entrance, unfazed by the chilly December breeze. Three brute-faced Neanderthals in tuxedos manned the front doors. One man checked tickets while the others lingered in the background, ready to leap into action at the first sign of trouble. Jade’s name—real or assumed—wasn’t on the official guest list, but she’d devised a plan to get past the gatekeepers. All she needed was an unsuspecting victim.

Twenty feet from the entrance, she chose her target. Acting the dumb blonde, Jade tripped over a raised manhole cover and stumbled into the path of an Asian businessman. Despite being handicapped by high heels, she ably regained her balance.

The man was not so agile or fortunate. He tried in vain to recover from his fall, but only succeeded in landing chest down on the sidewalk. As he wiped his bloodied nose, Jade turned, kneeled beside him, and extended a silk-gloved hand.

“Ever so sorry,” she said, greeting him with a warm smile. “I really should watch where I’m going.”

When he noticed he’d become the center of attention, the Asian reluctantly accepted Jade’s offer of help. Whatever anger he’d suppressed resurfaced once he saw oily smears all over his five hundred dollar suit. Without so much as a word, he pushed her hands away, and stormed off to join his partner: a shapely Oriental who looked less than half his age.

While the couple engaged in heated conversation, the cause of their grief turned her back and allowed herself a faint smirk of triumph. Several minutes later, the Asian would realize his ticket was missing, but by then it was too late. The thief had disappeared into the crowd.

The conference center’s lobby was packed. Even amongst their business associates, high-ranking executives stood out like proverbial sore thumbs, drinking vintage wine and munching fine chocolate whilst those lower down the corporate ladder looked on with envy. Elsewhere in the room, groups of guys (and the occasional girl) gathered by fifty-inch plasma TVs, cordless video game controllers clenched tight in their palms. These hardcore gamers seemed oblivious to those around them, lost in a fantasy world of sleek cars, alien hunters, and scantily clad heroines. One bearded, spiky-haired geek noticed Jade and beckoned her across, but she ignored him and proceeded directly to the big event.

Inside the auditorium where the president’s speech was to take place, luxury chairs were arranged in curved rows around a central, curtained off stage. Attendees filed down the aisles with decreasing frequency, while those already seated talked amongst themselves as they waited for the presentation. Jade was among the last to enter. She chose an aisle seat in the back row, dug her heeled shoes into the cushion ahead, and stowed her purse beneath the chair.

At eight o’clock precisely, the lights dimmed, and the stage curtains parted to reveal two suited men behind a lectern. The speaker nearest the stand stepped forward. Randall Forbes was the company’s legal consultant, a middle-aged man dressed in a glossy gray suit with matching trousers, a spotless white shirt, and a checkered necktie. His short, pale brown hair was neatly combed. He approached the podium with a confident, self-appreciative swagger.

Randall held his arms out wide with his palms facing outwards, like a car salesman pressurizing a customer to go over budget. He waited for the guests to fall silent, then addressed them over the microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it is my pleasure to welcome you to Dragonsoft’s twelfth annual meeting. I won’t bore you with the trivial details of why we’re here. These lavish ceremonies are quite familiar to us.”

His joke went down well with the business-orientated crowd, but the uninvited blonde guest was far from amused. In stern silence, Jade reached into her purse and pulled out a digital camera. Not for a single moment did her eyes leave the stage.

“And now, without further ado, let me introduce the individual who made all this possible. The man, whom one might say, is the epitome of the American dream. Please welcome Dragonsoft’s president and founder, Toshigi Tasoto.”

Deafening applause echoed round the room as Randall stepped aside. Toshigi was a white-haired Japanese man in his mid-fifties, dressed in traditional black tie. As he took his place behind the lectern, Jade switched on her camera and adjusted the focus. The wonders of modern technology countered effects of glare and distance, and Toshigi’s facial features appeared crystal clear in the viewfinder.

Toshigi acknowledged the crowd with a brief wave, then began his address.

“Thank you,” he said in eloquent English. “The American media prefer me to avoid technical jargon, so I’ll put things in simple, everyday terms. In twelve years, under my personal guidance, Dragonsoft has matured from a humble dream into one kickass video game company.”

He yelled the final four words out loud, almost demanding a round of applause. The assembled guests responded in kind, even throwing in the occasional whistle or cheer amidst their synchronized claps.

While Toshigi bathed in the limelight, Jade took several pictures of his face. “Happy anniversary, f—” she muttered under her breath, but Toshigi spoke again before she could finish.

“Thanks to generous contributions from the directors, our latest masterpiece hit the streets last week and has received rave reviews across the board. Well, with the usual exceptions from human rights anonymous and the worried parent collective.”

Jade voiced her thoughts over the ensuing laughter. “You mean my masterpiece, don’t you? That’s right, Toshigi. Why not bathe in the glory? I don’t see too many people from the design office with invitations to your little party.”

She snapped one last image for her collection.

“Your lies are almost as pathetic as your jokes.”

Jade uttered her comments so loud the man beside her took offense and poked her in the shoulder. The lady photographer returned his gaze, her expression cold as she stared him down. It wasn’t long before he became unsettled by her unblinking, bright green eyes and turned his attention back to events onstage.

Toshigi’s humor was getting worse with every paragraph.

“Apparently, there are certain liberal groups who believe our company’s logo is inappropriate. They think a fire-breathing dragon sends out the wrong message to impressionable young children, and that it might turn them into arsonists. Who knows? Perhaps they could burn down some of our rivals and make the world a much better place.”

Jade had heard enough. She put away the camera, vacated her seat, and headed towards the exit. Nobody in the audience noticed her premature departure. They were too busy following their host’s unspoken requests for laughter and applause. The blonde woman left the conference center through a side door, walked half a block down the street, and turned into a narrow alleyway. Unlike the major downtown routes, this rarely visited section of San Francisco was poorly illuminated. Heaps of trash lay against graffiti-tagged walls, and discarded soda cans rolled back and forth in the wind. Except for Jade, there wasn’t a single pedestrian in sight.

She paused by her parked motorcycle, a high-powered sports model painted dark as the night sky. A tanker truck passed by on the intersecting street. For a split second, its headlight beams silhouetted the woman’s tall, athletic figure. Then darkness descended once more. Jade took off her evening dress, exchanging it for biker leathers hung from the handlebars. She slipped into the jumpsuit and fastened its zipper up to her neck. The shiny black jacket and leggings fitted loosely around Jade’s body, disguising her femininity.

After swapping her high heels and silk gloves for the motorcyclist’s unisex equivalents, Jade tucked her blonde hair inside a crash helmet and lowered the dark, opaque visor over her face. Her transformation complete, she mounted her bike, started the engine, and rode off into the moonlight.




* * *




TOSHIGI’S PERSONAL CHAUFFEUR applied another polish to his master’s company car. Kenji was so absorbed in completing his task that he hadn’t looked at Jade since her arrival, or even wondered why she’d kept her motorcycle engine running. They were alone in the third sub-level of an underground parking garage, and the only ambient sounds were dripping water and the low-pitched buzz of fluorescent strip lights.

Jade had stopped her motorbike in a damp, shadowy corner at the opposite end of the exit ramp. From there, she observed her target fold his cleaning cloth neatly down the middle.

Kenji had done a commendable job. The limousine’s creamy white paintwork gleamed like a million dollars, and the silver Dragonsoft crest sparkled on the hood. The only dark spots that remained were the vehicle’s tinted windscreens. Toshigi valued his privacy and only invited a select few into his mobile headquarters. 

In terms of appearance, Kenji and Toshigi were very much alike. Both were white-haired natives of Japan and, like his boss, Kenji was in his fifties. When it came to their working lives, the two men shared little in common. While Toshigi spent a typical day attending celebrity dinners and negotiating business contracts, it was Kenji’s job to ensure the Dragonsoft president’s ride was smooth and comfortable.

Jade had spent enough time profiling Toshigi’s staff to know Kenji only performed his thankless duties out of respect for a man he’d once admired. Twelve years earlier, when they’d traveled together to the United States, the two countrymen were close friends. Over the years, their relationship had grown increasingly distant as prominent Californians displaced the loyal servant down the importance scale. Wealth and media influence mattered a great deal to the new Toshigi, and Kenji failed on both counts. These days, the president rode to his meetings in silence, hidden behind an opaque privacy screen.

Kenji probably knew his days were numbered, but couldn’t bring himself to abandon his childhood companion. Jade had considered involving the driver in her plan, but she couldn’t trust someone so blindly loyal to the company with her secrets. Kenji might not have committed any sins against her, but a man so forgiving deserved no reprieve.

“I appreciate your long service,” said Jade, choosing words Toshigi might use before firing an employee. “But it’s over.”

She revved her bike’s engine while applying the handbrake, causing abrasive pads to screech against the tires. Her actions had the intended effect. The spooked Kenji glanced nervously over his shoulder.

The lamp nearest Jade flickered on and off, giving away her position. Jade sat still, watching the frightened little man through her helmet visor. There were a dozen potential hiding places in the garage. It was a veritable maze of cars and concrete pillars. If Kenji fled now, he might prolong his worthless life, but Jade knew he’d no intention of leaving the limousine unattended. Faced with an unknown stalker and no visible means to defend himself, the servant remained predictably faithful to his master.

Jade released the brake and sped towards her target. She transferred control of the bike to one hand, then used her other to remove a Japanese-style katana she’d placed between her knees. The woman in black gripped the weapon’s hilt tight and swung the sword to one side. Fittingly, its handle was carved from pure jade, shaped like a dragon’s head. The chauffeur saw his face reflected on the steel blade, interspersed between blurry images of lights and cars.

The faceless, leather clad huntress pressed her accelerator pedal down and closed in on her prey. Kenji backed into the limo. As Jade came within striking distance, he dived for cover, but even a world-class athlete wouldn’t have escaped her swing.

The biker entered a tight spin and slashed her sword in a perfectly executed, arcing motion. Its razor-sharp blade sliced clean through Kenji’s neck, separating his head from his body. Blood sprayed off the Katana’s edge, tracing a red line across the car’s rear door.

The killer spun to a stop on the tarmac. She switched off her motorcycle engine, stepped down, and pried the cloth from Kenji’s twitching fingers. A single rub was enough to clean the blood from her blade. Jade placed the sword in a storage box fastened to her bike, then used the cloth’s reverse side to wipe down the limousine. Satisfied that all traces of blood had been removed, the killer threw the blood-soaked rag into a nearby trash receptacle.

A loud beeping noise attracted Jade’s attention. She turned and scanned the garage. Within a split second, she traced the sound to its source: a pager clipped to Kenji’s belt. A message scrolled along the liquid crystal screen: Meet me out front. Toshigi.

 The killer deactivated the pager and grabbed Kenji’s corpse by his legs. Although the average woman wouldn’t have been strong enough to lift a grown man’s body by herself, Jade was far from average. She had little difficulty moving Kenji’s torso out of sight, and no qualms about collecting his severed head and depositing it in the same trashcan as the cloth.

“Okay, Mister President,” Jade said. “It’s time to play.”




* * *




SHORTLY AFTER TEN, Toshigi bade the last attendee farewell. The petite, auburn-haired lady was certainly a lot more attractive than the usual stockbroker. She had the looks of a supermodel and, more importantly, the shrewd instinct required to succeed in a cutthroat business environment. While a short skirt would have suited her better than trousers, she’d make a useful addition to Dragonsoft’s pool of financiers.

As the woman’s executive cab drove her away, Toshigi made a mental note to invite her for a private discussion. She was likely to refuse an alliance at first, but he was certain he could persuade her to join his team.

The president glanced at his gold Rolex wristwatch. Kenji was already fifteen minutes late. The driver was becoming forgetful and complacent in his old age. Toshigi was about to reach for his cellphone when his company car screeched to a halt beside the curb.

Barely able to control his anger, he yanked open the rear door. The handle felt sticky, and a globule of dried red fluid glistened underneath. Now Kenji was getting unreliable, not to mention reckless. It was time to hire a new chauffeur, perhaps a bodyguard or a young girl easy on the eyes. Toshigi made a snap, on-the-spot decision. Once he found a suitable replacement, he would relieve the aging servant of his duties.

Toshigi stepped inside his limo and slammed the door shut. The car’s rear compartment was outfitted with everything he needed to conduct business on the move. Leather seats afforded him the highest level of comfort, and the one-way windscreens allowed him to enjoy the scenery whilst ensuring his privacy. For security reasons, a scrambler routed all calls made from his videophone.

Toshigi pressed a button on his seat’s armrest and spoke into the limousine’s intercom.

“Let’s go home,” he ordered his chauffeur.

“Let’s not,” a female voice replied.

The tone was ice cold, enough to send a tingle down Toshigi’s spine. He glanced at the darkened glass partition that separated him from the driver’s cabin, but the person seated up front was shrouded in shadow. Toshigi reached for the switch that lowered the divider, then thought better of it and withdrew his hand. 

“Who are you? Where’s Kenji?”

“So you care about him after all,” the woman said in the same icy tone. “I had the impression he was low down on your list of priorities.”

She paused for a moment before continuing.

“Your precious driver’s probably in a black bag by now. They’ll need another one for his head.”

Toshigi hoped for a follow up remark to show the flatly delivered statement had been a sick joke, but the insane chuckle that came across the intercom implied she was deadly serious.

Trembling with fear, Toshigi grabbed the door release handle, but the kidnapper anticipated his move well in advance. She stabbed a button on the dashboard. Almost immediately, unseen locks clunked into place, trapping the president inside the limousine. Toshigi pressed the window switch, but nothing happened. The woman had evidently tampered with the mechanism. Running out of options, Toshigi operated the videophone. It was no use. The power supply was disconnected, and the screen remained dark.

“I thought you enjoyed conducting your business in private, Toshigi, especially with the ladies. Or does that only apply when you’re the one in control? Relax. Listen to some music.”

Not that she gave him any choice. The kidnapper selected a compact disc from a rack, inserted it into the player’s tray, and ramped up the volume. A modern rendition of a classical symphony blared over the limousine’s internal speakers.

The woman started the car and drove away from the conference center. Traffic was relatively light now rush hour was over, and it only took her a couple of minutes to reach Union Square. Locals and tourists mingled on the streets. Some stopped to watch mime artists, but most were doing late night Christmas shopping in department stores around San Francisco’s famous plaza.

Toshigi thumped the car windows and screamed at the top of his voice, but the soundproofed, tinted glass thwarted his efforts. Nobody could see the imperiled president, nor hear his pleas for help.

“What do you want? Money?”

“Who do you think I am?” The kidnapper’s swift response suggested she was offended. “Some game reviewer you can simply buy off?”

“What are you insinuating?”

Toshigi’s feigned innocence was more of a natural reaction than anything.

“I know all of your secrets.”

During his tenure as Dragonsoft president, Toshigi had weaseled his way out of tricky situations many times, but this was different. No amount of smooth talking would help here. He composed himself and tried to impose some authority.

“Listen to me, you crazy bitch,” Toshigi stated firmly.

“Now, that wasn’t a very nice thing to say,” the woman said. “I suggest you sit back and drink some of that expensive champagne you keep in the beverage cooler. You know, the stuff you and Randall like to share when you toast other people’s successes. This is the last day of your life. You may as well make the most of it.”

Her speech left Toshigi shaken. When it came to verbal intimidation, his abductor had him totally outmatched, and she seemed to know everything. Worse, there was no room for negotiation. The kidnapper had already decided Toshigi’s fate. He was about to die by her hand. It was simply a matter of where, when, and how.

The president wiped his sweaty forehead with a handkerchief. “What do you mean?” he asked.

The woman chose not to reply. In any event, the answer was obvious. Toshigi glanced through the side window. They had entered one of San Francisco’s industrial districts. It was a no-go zone at this time of night, a run-down part of town home to dilapidated warehouses, steel shipping containers, and chain-link fences.

“Where are you taking me?”

“It’s a surprise,” the driver said. “Wait and see.” 

Toshigi suspected he would find out soon enough. The president racked his brain, trying to think of a way out. Then he remembered the mobile phone in his suit pocket. As stealthily as he could, Toshigi groped for his only lifeline. He felt the buttons through his jacket’s lining, but before he could even switch on the phone, it was too late.

The driver brought the car to an abrupt stop. She lowered the divider screen and turned to confront her prisoner. The woman wore a black balaclava mask. From the parts of her face he could see, Toshigi guessed she was a Caucasian in her twenties, with bright green eyes and crimson red lipstick. The rest was a mystery.

“I’ll take that if you don’t mind,” she said, holding out her gloved palm. The pistol she aimed between Toshigi’s eyes made it quite clear that wasn’t a request.

Seeing no other option, Toshigi handed over his cellphone.

“Please don’t do this. I have a daughter who just turned eighteen.”

“So you do,” the masked driver said. “Pretty little thing she is as well. Not that she’ll mourn your passing. You were too busy counting your easily earned Yen to care about being a good father to Nicole. I hope you’re feeling comfortable. It’s hot where you’re going.”

Her hand tightened around the pistol grip.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

He’d asked both questions already, but the woman had kept him in the dark.

The kidnapper squeezed the trigger. Her weapon was silenced. Instead of a loud bang, Toshigi heard a muffled thud. He looked down, expecting to see a bullet wound circled with blood. Then he realized the gun was a tranquilizer, and his attacker had fired a sedative tipped dart into his chest.

“You can call me Jade.”

Before Toshigi could make sense of her answer, everything faded to black.






CHAPTER TWO

Ninety Minutes to Live


WHEN TOSHIGI OPENED his eyes, the first image that shimmered into focus was the towering Amazonian figure standing over him, one boot on either side of his waist. The woman called Jade looked down at him through the narrow eye slits of her balaclava. In the early morning light, she was nothing more than a shadowy outline. Although he couldn’t make out her mouth, Toshigi knew she was smiling. For some twisted purpose known only to her, the kidnapper had kept him alive.

Toshigi’s initial reaction was to crawl out from underneath her, but his legs refused to move. A loud metallic clank alerted him to the chains Jade had secured to his ankles. Even through his socks, Toshigi felt the bite of cold steel. Each chain looped twice around his lower knees and through a concrete brick. The links were industrial strength, a quarter of an inch thick, and held in place with combination padlocks. Toshigi’s wrists and neck were similarly bound. He attempted to break free, but it was hopeless. There was no way to escape.

Jade chuckled as she watched his futile efforts. With no forewarning, she grabbed his shirt collar and leaned in his face. The woman was so close he smelled a faint whiff of perfume from under her leather jumpsuit.

“It’s not very pleasant being someone else’s plaything. Is it Toshigi?”

The woman’s voice sounded oddly familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

“If you’re going to kill me, then get it over with.”

“Well, if that’s the way you want it.”

On that ominous note, Jade retreated into the darkness. Toshigi had been awake for several minutes now, and his eyes were growing accustomed to the gloom.

The prisoner took in his surroundings. He was being held captive in an abandoned warehouse, or so he presumed. Apart from puddles of murky water and rotten pallets, the storage space was vacant. The windows were dirty and obscured by cobwebs, and it was so quiet Toshigi heard rats scurrying across the stone floor. One of the unseen rodents screeched so loud he almost wished Jade hadn’t left him alone.

That thought vanished the second he saw her wielding a katana. The masked woman stepped into the light, sword drawn and at the ready.

“No!” Toshigi screamed as she advanced towards him. “I’ll do anything you want. Please. Wait!”

Despite his pleas, Jade’s stride never faltered once. She stopped by Toshigi’s side, raised her weapon two handed, and swung down at his neck. Sharpened steel flashed before his eyes. Toshigi was certain he would die, but Jade halted her attack the instant her katana touched his skin. A lesser swordswoman would have drawn blood, but this girl was a master of the blade.

“Anything? How about a game?”

Still in shock, Toshigi only managed a stuttered reply. “Game? I... I don’t understand.”

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You’re not really a games designer, are you? You’re an uncharitable businessman who enjoys taking credit for everybody else’s hard work. A common thief. Which reminds me. I’m feeling generous.”

Jade tossed her katana on the floor and unzipped her suit. She only exposed a narrow section of her body, but Toshigi could see she wasn’t wearing anything underneath her jacket. Not wanting to offend this dangerous woman, he closed his eyes. He sensed her gloved fingertips brush his cheek.

“What’s wrong? You’ve had sex with me before. You gave me special treatment. Don’t you remember?”

Something told him it wasn’t a lie. He recalled the many girls he’d employed—secretaries, personal assistants, call takers—and tried to connect a face to the voice, but his mind came up blank.

“Come now. Don’t be shy,” Jade said. “There’s nothing under my jacket you haven’t seen already. Except this, perhaps.”

Something long, round and heavy landed on his chest. He opened his eyes to look. The object was a black cloth bundle tied with string. Jade carefully undid the knot and rolled open the pouch. Inside were tools that might conceivably belong to a thief: lock picks, wire cutters, and several others Toshigi couldn’t identify.

“While I do think you’re a miserable, conceited bastard, I’m not completely without heart,” Jade told her captive. “If you’re able to free yourself, you can go running off to the boys and girls in blue. You might even live to say something original at next year’s annual meeting.”

Toshigi tried to wrestle his arms free of the restraints. One concrete brick toppled, then returned to its former position.

“Is this your idea of a joke?” he asked. “How am I supposed to reach those things?”

“How indeed? I suggest you hurry, though. There is a time limit.”

Jade zipped her jumpsuit and stepped out of sight behind him. Toshigi resisted the temptation to ask her to elaborate. It was clear she enjoyed toying with him.

A minute later, his tormentor returned with three items. Toshigi couldn’t see two of them, but the other was unmistakably a fuel can. He watched in horror as the psycho woman unscrewed the cap and doused him in petroleum. Jade emptied the liquid over his shoes, trousers, and suit, deliberately taking her time.

When she eventually got around to soaking Toshigi’s face, he’d already shut his eyelids. The anchored restraints prevented him from turning his head. Jade took full advantage, shaking the can until she’d exhausted every drop of fuel.

The kidnapper wound up a brass alarm clock and placed it between his legs. Chuckling to herself, she fired up a cigarette lighter and balanced it precariously on top of the bell.

Toshigi saw the clock’s face clearly in the flickering orange light. Now he understood what Jade meant by a time limit. The timer was set to go off in approximately ninety minutes, and when it did, the dislodged lighter would ignite the spilled gasoline. Toshigi was literally watching his life tick away.

Jade pulled Toshigi’s handkerchief from his suit pocket and laid it flat on the ground. She waited for the material to soak up enough fluid, then rolled the rag into a narrow strip.

“Why are you doing this?” Toshigi screamed. “What do you want from me? What did I—”

Before he could complete his third question, Jade shoved the handkerchief between his teeth. She tied the silk into a knot behind his head. Toshigi was forced to swallow the droplets that dripped down his throat. He coughed, choking on petroleum fumes.

“Chew on that. Just imagine. If you fail, Mister Dragonsoft truly will breathe fire.”

She kneeled down and stared straight into Toshigi’s eyes.

“Oh. And since you’re playing the thief, you’ll need this.”

Jade smiled, pulled off the balaclava, and tossed back her blonde hair. At first, the young woman seemed like a complete stranger. Then Toshigi saw through the disguise, and a look of recognition crossed his face. The gag muffled his exclamation of surprise.

“All this time, and you never even guessed. I hope the police are smarter than you.”

She lifted Toshigi’s head, pulled the balaclava over his head, and turned it back to front. He felt powerless, unable to see, speak, or move. Although his nose and ears were covered, he could smell the surrounding petrol and hear his kidnapper walk away.

“You were wondering why I’m doing this,” Jade said. “Well, you’ve got eighty-five minutes to figure it out.”

Footsteps echoed through the warehouse. Somewhere nearby, a sliding metal door opened and closed. Jade had left Toshigi alone, with only rats, spiders, and a ticking clock for company.


* * *


THE SUN DAWNED behind Jade as she left the hustle of downtown San Francisco for the more scenic environs of Twin Peaks. After dealing with Toshigi, she dumped the limousine and reclaimed her motorcycle before heading west. The city by the bay, a picturesque landscape of hills and skyscrapers, was visible from her present location in all its morning glory. It was the perfect vantage point for a holiday season tourist, but Jade was here on business.

Traffic had stopped on the opposite side of the road. Agitated commuters beeped their horns, but there was no immediately foreseeable end to their frustration. Few paid attention to the hell’s angel who zoomed past in the other direction. The female biker weaved in between the occasional cars or trucks that obstructed her path. She was happy to avoid the congestion. She was racing against the clock, and didn’t want to be late for her appointment.

Jade arrived at her destination five minutes early. The Dragonsoft development labs were housed in a tower block modeled after a Japanese pagoda. The oriental architecture and slanted roofs would have pleased most visitors, but she knew it was just for show. Behind the fancy exterior, the offices did not differ from any other game production company. Employees worked long shifts in mediocre conditions, while the greatest share of the profits went to the men who deserved them least.

“Well,” Jade thought. “Toshigi won’t be getting paid today.”

It was time to set her plan in motion. She left her motorcycle in the rear parking lot and entered via the delivery door.

This near to Christmas, the mail room was busy with temporary staff sifting through greeting cards besides the usual Dragonsoft fan letters. Jade showed the duty manager a manila envelope. The guy gave the helmeted woman a curious glance, but relaxed when he saw the name she’d printed on the label.

“Nicole Tasoto. Assistant Designer. Makes a change from all the mail we get for her old man. Not that the Lord Almighty ever reads them, mind you. Private courier service, eh? What you got in there? Design secrets or somethin’?”

“Private means private,” Jade said bluntly.

While she wouldn’t have minded sharing her negative opinions, she was in a hurry and couldn’t risk a lengthy, drawn out conversation.

Jade left the stunned manager to sort his mail and rode an elevator to the top floor, the office space reserved for Dragonsoft’s assistant game developers. The job title was an insult, considering Toshigi only played a token role in the actual design process.

Marble tiled backdrops and tiered fountains were a step up from the featureless cubicles given to low-level programmers, but Jade knew from personal experience the reality was a lot grimmer than people outside the development community perceived.

The elevator opened into a long, narrow passageway decorated with framed posters. Jade’s game designs were all featured, including Pirate of Trinidad, Ghost in the Night, Space Mercenaries, and many more. Her favorite, the martial arts themed adventure Jade Dragon, was there too. In effect, the displays chronicled her entire life’s work, but Jade wasn’t interested in the past. Her name only appeared in small print near the bottom, if at all.

She hastened to the reception desk at the end of the corridor. The curly haired brunette sat behind was no stranger to her. Rebecca Masters had worked as a secretary at Dragonsoft for five years now and, like most women on Toshigi’s payroll, she was in her twenties, attractive and subject to the president’s strict dress code. Being encouraged to wear a skirt had always made Jade feel uncomfortable, but Rebecca didn’t seem to care.

“Is this the office of Nicole Tasoto?”

Jade disguised her voice, just as she’d done with Toshigi. Rebecca was the inquisitive type, and the courier wanted to avoid being recognized.

“That’s what it says on the wall, isn’t it?”

She didn’t bother to look up, and simply pointed her thumb at the brass plaque behind her. As if anybody would have trouble deducing which wall she meant, or seeing Nicole’s name engraved there in large print. The receptionist had lost none of her irritating sarcasm.

Jade decided to change the dynamics. She slammed her manila envelope on the desk, rested her elbow on top, and waited in silence. The secretary glanced up from her computer terminal. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat, clearly unnerved by her visitor’s stance.

“You want something?” Rebecca asked, with no trace of the steely wit that had been present earlier.

Jade smiled to herself, knowing the girl couldn’t see her face. She lifted her elbow and slid the envelope between the secretary’s wavering hands.

“Make sure Nicole gets this,” she said, then turned and walked away.

“Nice to meet you too,” Rebecca yelled after her.

Jade didn’t reply. She’d made her delivery, setting the wheels in motion. The actual game would begin soon enough.


* * *


NICOLE TASOTO ARRIVED at her office in a buoyant mood. She was a little later for work than usual, mainly because of a few errands she needed to run beforehand. With those taken care of, she could focus on play testing her newest game. Watching her completed endeavor in motion would be more entertaining than the tedious development phase.

The eighteen-year-old couldn’t be further from the programmer stereotype. Not only was Nicole female, but six feet tall, athletic and stunningly beautiful. The brown skinned Oriental wore her hair long, split across the shoulders of her official looking, azure business suit.
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