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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zen-Marsh Chemicals; Cold Storage Facility

        Plano, Dallas Metroplex, CAS

        6th November 2080, 0235 hrs

      

      

      <Gods, I hate playing stand-in on corporate gigs.> Gilabyte sent the message to his frequent-but-sadly-not-on-this-job teammate, Canvas. He had no idea where exactly the overly tattooed adept was at the moment, and whether he might get her in trouble sending a voicecall, so he continued in text, his thoughts being dictated by the tiny sprite lurking around his commlink. <These wage slave mugs know just enough about ’runnin to get themselves in trouble. Makes me understand why Missy always wants to work with semi-Primes.>

      “Give ’em a break, Hee-lah.” Canvas always over-enunciated the first part of his handle, and he hadn’t the slightest clue why. She purred across the networks into his ear, “They’re just doing their jobs. It isn’t their fault they have corporate regs to follow. Or training guides that show them only one way to do things, and corp-taxed paychecks…need I go on?”

      <No,> he sent back, noticing one of the Evo Corp mercs standing a little too close to him. <It makes me feel worse for them. Why does anyone sign long-term deals with the Triple-As anymore? Might as well just buy a collar and a leash.>

      “Hey,” she laughed in his earpiece, “I look damn primo in a collar and leash!”

      Gilabyte couldn’t help snickering.

      “You say somethin’, bruja?” The armored merc twisted around to look at where Gilabyte was taking cover, the use of the Spanish word for witch stinging slightly against his ears and pride. “You payin’ attention?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Gilabyte erased the smile from his lips and squinted, “I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere. Just be ready to do your part when the carryall comes through.” I’d better go, C. These guys are gettin’ antsy, and the target will be here soon.

      “Ooh.” She chuckled, a welcome sound on this late-night endeavor. “Sounds dangerous. Take care of that sweet ass, Lexy, and come back to us with the same number of all the important body parts, okay?”

      Lexy. Lex. Alejandro. It still felt weird, no matter how close he got to her, that anyone—even one of his regular teammates—knew his real name.

      <Will do. See you soon.> He disconnected the conversation, sending the impulse to his sprite to disassociate. I hope, he thought, after all, you never know when everything is going to fall apart in this life. We were all sure the Alamo gig was going to be a milk run, but we ended up losing Roll Out. He sighed, rubbing two fingers across the armadillo pendant he wore around his neck, the one his deceased friend gave to him. It had been over a month, but his heart—or his self-assigned guilt in the matter—had yet to heal.

      Hell, it’s why he’d been he’d been hounding the Johnsons to get him these fill-in merc jobs in the meantime. Gilabyte needed a little distance from the people he felt he let down, even if his relationship with Canvas made that a touch more difficult.

      The elf lost himself in a moment of pleasant thought when a vibrating alert rattled his forearm.

      
        
        <<<TEAM LEADER: RE: ALL UNITS>>>

        <CARRYALL INCOMING ON DELTA RAMP. 2.4 K OUT. GET READY, GRUNTS.>

      

      

      Ugh, Gilabyte thought as he read the message coming across his bracer-mounted tactical HUD they forced him to use. He should be keying in on his Hermes or just eavesdropping on the messages using his technomancy. And in all-caps, too. What a way to inspire the troops, you troglodyte.

      Gilabyte moved into a better position. Too close to the main building at the facility and he’d likely draw a bunch of Matrix noise off the internals, but too far into the throughway and he’d have to brick surveillance cameras every five meters to keep his handsome elvish face off camera. Although a late-20s mestizo man with shaggy brown hair in a beat up longcoat lot flicking imaginary techno-boogers at building apertures and light poles wouldn’t set off too many alarms down here. While there weren’t a whole lot half-Mexican, half-Irish elves in Dallas, his “denim and armored longcoat” look was pretty standard in the community. Even if he wouldn’t stand out, it was not a chance he wanted to take.

      The whine of an incoming vehicle’s rotor-assisted all-terrain lifts, a large carryall truck by the sound of it, washed over the whole distribution facility’s area of lots and throughways. The natural concrete lots did nothing to absorb the sound. Gilabyte and the corporate mercs he was hired out to could hear it long before its framing bar of high-yield halogen lamps blazed over the horizon their intensity a stark contrast to the hazy, hot darkness of the night. Gilabyte wondered if a vehicle like this was even capable of a stealth transfer like the briefing docket claimed it would be. At this rate, a team of troll meatjackers on a few bumps of novacoke would have been able to sneak up on this thing, but no…Gilabyte had been told to leave his modified Mossberg shotgun at home because this wouldn’t be “that kind of snatch and grab.”

      Yeah, right. These Evo-hired mercs came to what they said would be an easy repossession of goods with high-impact body-plated armor—top of the line from Saeder Krupp—plus loaded-out HK-227s, and an pair of thankfully lower-yield frag grenades at their belts. The way they were loaded for serious opposition, Gilabyte didn’t put a lot of faith in the plan as it had been drawn out for him.

      The original plan was so simple it had bordered on brilliant. He could now see how much it depended on sheer luck. The carryall would get into the main lot, and a hired mage—in this case, Gilabyte—would drop the truck to the pavement before the mercs blew the storage compartment’s coolant tank. Safety measures would trigger, bathing the compartment in safety foam that would protect it a little while the mercs went in and dug out the gear inside. A milk run.

      But with ALL-CAPS, trigger-happy, grenade-toting, wound-too-tight cowboys like these running the show…it was all but destined to go pear-shaped.

      “Do your thing, ’runner.” The merc tucked into a tactical stance and took cover behind a stack of crates.

      Sparing just a quick nod to his “teammate,” Gilabyte took a deep breath and released it slowly. He closed his eyes and pressed himself deep down through his combat boots, tried to feel the pavement beneath his feet, the power grid in the depths beneath it and the zenabytes of data blasting across it every second. He dipped his aetheric resonance—a technomancer’s mystic connection to the Matrix—down into that flood of data. Beginning with the first molecules of his toes, the technomancer joined with the digital universe that existed alongside the world of meat and metal, intermingling with countless 1s and 0s.

      What began as an ocean of information started to differentiate itself to Gilabyte’s altered, magically evolved mind. Wireless augmented reality—AR to everyone born in the last century—routing paths, tides of comms traffic, crests of noise, and whirlpools of classified plans and signatures all slowed down into aspects he instinctually recognized. A half-polished vid pitch surrounded by every Grandma Bennet™ recipe. Glameratzi pics of the hottest starlets doing Novacoke off the horns of troll gangbangers in a downtown thrum club. Archival footage from a movie franchise with more UpVotes than the Ingram Smartgun. A viral clip of an urban trashsquatch eating forty-two Taco Temple Extremes to the catchy techno musings of Mase Takemano. The Shiawise CEO falling off a shallow curb into a slush-gutter over and over on repeat. Countless backdoors and shift-code to the ShadowNet. Routing numbers for a CrashCart call down in Mesquite. Used traffic clearances for a bio-Grade Carry-All driving down the 30. Weather hangs for the next four—

      Wait.

      Go back.

      Used traffic clearances for a bio-Grade Carry-All driving down the 30.

      “Found it,” Gilabyte half-whispered.

      “It’s almost here.” The merc cocked his weapon, anxiety creeping into his voice. “Your guy said you’d shut it down easy. For what we’re payin’ you—”

      “You aren’t.”

      “What?”

      “Paying me,” the technomancer grunted, trying to keep his cool while correcting the adreno-junkie Neanderthal. “Your employer is paying us both. Not a single nuyen is falling out of your pocket and into mine, chum. But I do only get paid if the job goes right…which means I don’t need you barking at my heels, little doggy.” Gilabyte spared a spark of his Matrix magic to send the words scuttling across the HUD. >So let me do my fraggin’ job.

      “Just hold up a tik, ’runner.” The merc took a step toward Gilabyte, his grip tightening on the smartgun activator pad. “I don’t care who you think you are, but nobody talks to me—”

      “No time for shenanigans.” Gilabyte held up a finger like he was shushing a child. “It’s go time. You can think about smacking me around later, tough guy. But not now.”

      He redoubled his focus, pulling his resonance back inside his own essence. It curled around and around inside of his metaphysical self, the energy getting stronger and denser, like a sort of aetheric taffy pull. When it was the right transcendent consistency, Gilabyte found the compliant 1s and 0s that created the path to the truck. With another long, slow exhale and some instinctual movements of his fingertips, his resonance mass shot forward along the path and enveloped the digital shadow of the vehicle turning off the exit to the facility.

      Like isopropyl alcohol disappearing on the skin before an injection, the technomantic energy seeped into the binary pores of the carryall, sterilizing the firewalls and numbing the processors for the stabbing needle of Gilabyte’s instructions.

      With that, he had full control over all of the systems within the 4-ton freight vehicle. The Grid Guide, the safety commlink suite, the climate controls, but most importantly, the Vesuva-IX rigging console that actually drove the thing.

      Wait a sec. Gilabyte’s eyes furrowed in physical and aetheric space. There was no rigging console!? That thing’s being driven by hand? Ugh. Not only was that gigantic traffic hazard filled with potentially lethal chemicals being controlled by the fallible hands of a person, but without a proper rigging suite at the helm, Gilabyte wouldn’t be able to take control and park it at the ambush point.

      <Team? We have a problem.> He transmitted the message to all the mercs, overriding their econo-grade conversational firewall. <The fragging carryall is being driven by a g’dam 21st Century luddite. BY HAND! Your intel was mud. There is no Vesuva-IX. I can poke and prod the damn thing all night long, and it won’t do a fragging thing.>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: RES: <WHAT ARE YOU SAYING? THIS OP HAS TO GO AS PLANNED!>

      

      

      Good old Sergeant Caps-Lock was at it again.

      <Your ambush site would require me to sim-jack that thing at the rig. Which I can’t do. All I CAN do is brick the drive and take the engine offline. It won’t put the thing where you wanted it, and it might—>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: <DO IT! TEAM—ACQUISITION PLAN BETA. MARK.**>

      

      

      “All right, CAPS-tain,” Gilabyte muttered. “Here. We. Go.”

      The technomancer didn’t like bricking tech. It felt dirty somehow. He had always preferred to grab the reins and make it do what he wanted, especially if it meant showing up a Spider or one of the Grid Overwatch Division, or GOD’s own monitors—deckers paid to find and punish illicit activity on the Matrix. It was the difference between a digital expert safe cracker in a master heist vid, and Hank “Black Beret” Runnigun in one of his testosterone-soaked, musclebound, bullet-storm action franchises that all have “Death,” “Glory,” or “Freedom” in the titles. A scalpel versus a sledgehammer.

      Gilabyte’s resonance was already worming its way through the carryall’s systems, sniffing out ways to take root in the surprisingly porous digital signature within the vehicle. Once satisfied he had his hooks driven in all the right places, he clenched his hands into fists and ground his teeth together. With all the force he could muster, he pulled his hands apart like he was trying to break Lone Star restraints at his wrists.

      In that moment, his resonance strands pulled tight and solidified like the girders within some alien architecture. The carryall’s internal circuitry was immediately flooded with misfiring signals, re-routed commands, and halted safety regs. The Matrix rippled with the release of energy, distortion rings circling out from the vehicle’s engine block as visible as waves on a pond to anyone jacked in. The carryall didn’t so much as give an electronic whine in VR as the resonant spikes tore its signature apart.

      In the physical world, however, it was a completely different sight.

      The carryall’s engine—powerful beast of a hauling machine that it was—seized up instantly. Like shoving a broomstick in a bicycle’s spokes, the heavy truck’s dual-driveshaft system snapped under the momentum. The reinforced metal rods drove into the concrete under the truck like two vaulting poles, digging four meters of furrow before they struck a cross-conduit dense enough to hook onto. The whole damned truck careened end over end, finally landing on its roof and sliding to a stop with a combination of sounds that could be described as…apocalyptic. Metal screeches when it bends too quickly. It is a sound that intertwines with the shattering of glass and the grind of concrete to create the perfect cacophony of disaster that only a high-speed wreck can assemble.

      The rapid dispensary of oxygenated crash foam saved the driver from being utterly crushed, but the two security workers in the secondary can were not so lucky. One jumped free from the truck and landed hard on a coil of fiber optics that snapped his back like cordwood, but the other didn’t get all the way out before the flipping vehicle came crashing down, crumpling around his waist like a sloppy cigar cutter.

      Team Leader: <What the hell are you doing, wirewitch!? We need the components INTACT!>

      Gilabyte went slack jawed in the physical, even as his message blasted across sarge’s HUD. <I TOLD you I wasn’t going to be in control!> Gilabyte was just happy that the team leader had forgotten his memo protocols and was laying off the all-caps for a minute. <You TOLD me to do it before I could tell you what might happen. This isn’t MY fraggin’ fault!>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: FULL TEAM: <THE FREELANCER HAS FUBAR’D THE SITUATION WAY PAST RED LIGHT. SECURITY WILL BE ONSITE SOON. GO IN HOT. GET HANDS ON OUR TARGET ASAP.>

      

      

      Gilabyte watched the little electronic blips on the Matrixscape surge out of their ambush points toward the crash. Their wireless connections on their weapons lit up as they crossed the facility. The technomancer opened up his senses even more, peeling back the layers around the facility until he found the CorpSec response team gearing up and switching on their own weapons and cyberware. There would be at least two minutes before they reached the crash, except maybe for the one sporting the high-end wire rig across his spinal column. He’d get there much faster, unless he waited for his team like a good CorpSec agent.

      “Bruja?” one of Gilabyte’s team voiced across the comms. “It looks like we’re gonna need you again. Get your ass down to the crash, date prisa!”

      Gilabyte double-clicked his tongue like calling an old pet, coalescing enough mystical energy to call one his favorite sprites—a little off-blue mothlike thing with an almost feline face—into being. Peppy?

      “What are your needs?” The flitting aetheric creature asked her creator what he required, hovering around Gilabyte’s face. “I live to serve!”

      Keep an eye on the CorpSec guys for me, he instructed, and let me know when they are headed my way. They don’t show any sparkle, so you should be safe—stay close.

      “I live to serve,” she acquiesced, and vanished in a streak of periwinkle light.

      <On my way,> Gilabyte texted to his overeager but contractually allied teammates. <Just had to put eyes on the onsite badges. Local security is strapped and wired, but still a few minutes out.>

      A series of mercs sounding off their readiness filled the audio feed of team comms, acknowledging his statement. Gilabyte rolled his eyes. They constantly chose to use audio when he had the ability to read their texts ten times faster than they could breathe the words. <For a bunch of chromeboys, they love hearing themselves in the analog.>

      It was just a little over two hundred meters to the truck’s final resting place, but Gilabyte knew to be careful. The original plan kept him off the surveillance grid, but now he had to toss out a few aetheric flares to take out the cams as he popped in and out of view of the occasional monitoring suite. With a flick of his fingers, an incandescent spark sped up into the nearest camera. The surveillance footage would end up being a roadmap of dazzling white splashes in between boring scenes of an early-A.M. parking facility.

      Gilabyte turned the corner around one of the monotonous storage structures. When he put meat eyes on the crash for the first time, he gasped. He knew it would be bad from the signals he received from crumple zones and damage compensation systems, but actually seeing the flipped truck smashed on the ground, collision foam spilling out like neon-green excrement from the shattered cab windows, the bloody smear where the driver met four tons of metal and roadway—it was a lot to take in. The back of the carryall was partially folded in, a pressurized spray of coolant arcing from the crease in the reinforced shell, creating a spreading pool of blue, steaming ooze.

      “Back here!” one of the mercs shouted, waving Gilabyte over to the rear port on the carryall.

      “What’s the deal, guys?” The technomancer tip-toed through the ooze puddle, trying to avoid getting too much of the semi-caustic fluid on his Treadtech tactical cowboy boots. When he got to the end, two of the mercs were peeling back the metal walls with tritanium prybars. A third worked at trimming the walls with short strokes from a handheld Nova-brand plasma cutter.

      Then Gilabyte saw it.

      A Wolverine Sec-4, tri-layer, fully loaded pressurized vault system—with the optional Algal-Max anti-magic weave beneath the polymer shell. Real top-of-the-line stuff, designed to hold back the most insidious and persistent intrusion methods. Professional safecrackers had hard times with Wolverine Sec-4s ever since they hit the secondary market—and Gilabyte’s technomantic talents made him maybe two-thirds as good as they were.

      “Fraggity frag, frag!” Gilabyte explored the word’s versatility. “Frag…fraggin’ frag, guys. If you’re going to ask me to do what I think you’re going to ask me to do—no way.”

      “You were contracted to take control of the truck, park it at the designated ambush point, and get this open for us.” The all-caps team leader was just as cranky in person. “And you’ve already fragged the first two parts well and good. Don’t start gettin’ squeamish on us now.”

      “That isn’t the problem, you adreno-junkie!” Gilabyte growled, officially angry enough that his resonance was heating up the Matrix around him. “Your intel was drek. Your team has been itching for a fight since we got here, and that is not what I signed on for. This was supposed to be an easy-in, easy-out situation. But now…” He gestured to the vehicular carnage next to them. “…this!”

      “Listen here, you nuyen-by-the-hour sellspell.” The team leader lifted his submachinegun toward Gilabyte. He jabbed his finger at the Sec-4 vault. “Just pop the damn thing so we can be done with this mess. Pop it, or I pop you.”

      “You aren’t listening to me,” Gilabyte snapped. “I—” Reality slowed to a crawl around him as his sprite zipped across the aetherscape and poked his resonant self.

      “They're coming, boss!” Peppy whistled the warning: CorpSec agents were getting closer. It returned its energy back to Gilabyte like a drop of faux-honey disappearing into the pot. Great, he groaned within, and now this.

      “Just do it, campesino!” the merc leader barked.

      The use of the old Aztlan slur was the last straw. Normally he’d go nose-to-nose with Texmex scum like this guy in a heartbeat, but Gila didn’t have any of his normal back up with him—and an automatic weapon pointed at his gut. That reduced his options.

      “Fine!”

      Throwing caution to the wind, knowing all too well what was about to happen, Gilabyte shot out the tendrils of his resonance and found the external mounting suite on the Wolverine vault. Unlike the spongey firewalls of the carryall, this thing was slick as Lexan and as dense as Dikote. His probing extensions frayed at the ends to become a dozen thinner tendrils, which frayed into two dozen even thinner ones, and so forth, each thinner resonant filament looking to find some kind of crack—a single pore—in that thing’s shell to get inside and work his magic. It was small, miniscule, but there was still a chance that he might be able to do this skillfully. Artfully. Like a surgeon.

      SCOUT2: <Contact with local security. Incoming!>

      So much for a surgeon’s touch, Gilabyte thought, yanking back his probes with all the subtlety of closing an extended tape measure. Time for the Brute Squad.

      Taking a deep breath to coil up his impatient rage, Gilabyte forced it to bleed slowly, steadily, evenly into his resonance. The aether around him began to shimmer like the air above the desert sands, heat prickling up from his exposed skin, and the Matrix responded with a loud squelch of mind-rattling static. The boundary between realities tore like rotten fabric, and out tumbled a scarlet, impish thing that was more a mass of tentacles than a body—with a snarling, fang-filled maw visible at the center.

      “OOOOOH YEAH!” The sprite howled into the Matrix, the sound echoing off the AR signatures of everyone within a few dozen meters. He shifted, rolled, twisted in place—collapsing and rolling into and out of itself like a bendable fractal pattern. Then, with the sound of Velcro twisting open, the ball of angry limbs shuddered and split into three identical sprites—Gilabyte’s angriest boys.

      “YEEEEEEEEEEE HHHAAAAAAAAW!” They cheered in unison, turning their eyeless, squirming bodies toward Gilabyte’s Matrix shadow. “What’s on the menu, jefe?”

      The technomancer didn’t spare the time to discuss options. He merely pointed his attention at the probe-proof bastion of security hardware he had to open.

      “On it, boss!” The trio of sprites roll-flop-squished forward with exuberant purpose, leaping up onto the Sec-4’s smooth, glasslike Matrix framework. Where these crimson devils slapped onto the digital fortress, their tentacles spread like ivy, clutching and adhering to the device with a symphony of wet popping, smacking, and slurping sounds. The coding began to waver, ripple, and erode.

      Gilabyte considered himself skillful and capable code-slicer, coming and going with as little a trace as possible. The Brute Squad—not so much.

      The physical mechanisms mounting the Sec-4’s nearly bomb-proof door began to click and vibrate with short circuits, jammed machinery, and trickles of ozone-thick burnout seeping between the monomolecular seal.

      “Hell yeah, bruja.” One of the mercs nodded at Gilabyte. “You got thi—”

      “Halt! Freeze!” The hardwired CorpSec agent—a big ork with a bigger voice—was the first to skid around the corner, almost too fast for the friction pads on his combat boots. As soon as he saw the carnage of the wrecked truck and the collectively masked mercs trying to crack it open like a soynut, his rifle rose halfway to his shoulder, but Gila felt the wireless signature for his smartgun software light up like the switchboard at the Draco Foundation annual charity sim-a-thon on ole Dunkel’s assassin-iversary.

      “Weapons hot!”

      Sergeant CAPS-lock couldn’t have waited even one second to give the command? Of course not. Automatic gunfire erupted all around, and Gilabyte knew better than to stand in the line of fire. He wasn’t getting paid enough to risk taking bullets for these gung-ho combat jockeys.

      Besides, the Brute Squad was doing so much better than he’d anticipated. They should be able to bug out any minute now. As soon as the bullets started flying, Gilabyte sprinted for cover next to some collapsed storage bins, taking a moment to briefly check back on his spritely boys.

      “We’re almost through, boss man! Yeah!” The rageful sprite announced around a mouthful of smashed up code, 1s and 0s spilling out from the corners of his savage maw. “You want us to go ahead and start on the Anti-Intrusion Ring, too? It looks SPICY!”

      Did he just say… Anti-Intrusion Ring? Gilabyte switched his resonant senses from the sprites and their code buffet to this new predicament. With the Sec-4 so full of holes and soon to be falling apart, it only took a moment to see what his little friend was getting all too excited to take a bite out of…

      “A fraggin’ det-block?” the technomancer shouted. No, no, nonono…

      Time slowed down as he tried—in vain—to call off the Brute Squad. If that door opened even a centimeter without the proper access codes, the det-block would flare up to 2500 C°, turning the entire back section of truck into a waterfall of molten alloy, destroying everything inside. The reaction would be fast, but not so fast that the mercs would be in any real danger…except that they were all standing in a huge pool of chemical coolant. Industrial coolant like that couldn’t light up with a bullet or a tracer round, but molten carryall?

      “Guys,” Gilabyte said both out loud and in the aetherspace, “MOVE!”

      Moving at the speed of thought, the sprites would have no trouble zooming away—and they knew it. This allowed the rowdiest of the Brutes to hazard one last bite of code before they followed instructions—chomp! The last hanging algorithmic tendon snapped between its fangs just as it tumbled away and dissipated into the nothingness with the others.

      “Oh—” Gilabyte gasped, watching the unravelling code, “—drek.”

      The vault door gave a final shudder, sparks flying from the seal. The anti-intrusion ring did its job, and the compressed thermite within ignited in a white-hot nova that pushed the compensation on the mercs’ goggles to the limit. Everything inside the vault was immediately turned to plastic and copper vapors, and the box itself softened and melted away like candlewax. If not for the warning from his talkative minions and his raw elven agility, Gilabyte wouldn’t have escaped before the first glowing droplet of molten tritanium split off from the rivulet of liquid vault and splashed down onto the pavement.

      Or rather, onto the expanse of spilling coolant that covered it.

      Gilabyte didn’t even look back. He just ran. He felt the wave of superheated air rush away from the explosion, the concussive force almost knocking off his step as he raced for the exit. Everything was as bright as day behind him, a column of fire rapidly consuming the carryall, the remains of the passengers, maybe even the mercs still too focused on trading bullets with CorpSec.

      I did my damned part, Gilabyte reassured himself as he fled the scene as fast as he could, already sending for a FriendlyCab. What a mess.
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      “I did my damned part!” Gilabyte repeated several hours later, flopping down into the same plush, high-backed chair in his Johnson’s office he’d sat in when the guy had set him up with this gig two days ago.

      It was a nice place in the upper Plano area, right in the jet stream of the north climate controllers, so the walk from the car to the office stack was always the most pleasant and refreshing twenty-five meters of the day. A nicer place might have an end table with soda or wine instead of water, and the extra chairs on the far wall would be cushioned and plush, not uninviting faux-hardwood ones. Even as the Johnson paced back and forth behind his desk, Gilabyte noticed how little he looked like any of the people in the supposed family photos.

      “I know, I know.” The middle-aged fixer-exec rubbed his razor-cut five-o’clock shadow. “I had reservations about that gig and that team…”

      “What a complete shitshow.” Gilabyte sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and grimacing. “They went in itchin’ for a fight, they got one, and their complete lack of preparedness made me all but useless.”

      The Johnson took a seat in his office’s neutrally decorated desk at the center of the room. “Their point of contact still paid your portion of the contract, but I haven’t transferred it to you yet.”

      “I am aware.” Gilabyte sucked his teeth. “I had to sprite-swipe my Taco Temple order this morning. Why’re you holdin’ out? I told you…it wasn’t my fault.”

      “No, no!” The Johnson waved his hands in front of him wildly. “I’m worried they’ll use it as bait. I transfer the funds to you, and the so-called professionals over at Midknight, Inc. trace the transfer and come after you for leaving their boys in the lurch.”

      “But I didn’t—”

      “And some of them on fire.”

      Gilabyte bit his lower lip, the tiniest bit of guilt keeping him from remarking further on the matter. Instead, it was back to problem solving mode. “Really? They’d play it that way? Jobs go south all the time, but these guys will take it all personal?”

      “That’s why I prefer working with ’runners over para-military mercenaries.” The Johnson stabbed a finger on his desk. “No weird brotherhood to worry about if someone gets fragged on the job. Nothing gets personal.”

      “Well, sometimes.” The technomancer absent-mindedly fingered his armadillo totem again, his thoughts back to seeing Roll Out take an Aztek death bolt to the chest. It had happened over a month ago, but it still felt like yesterday.

      “It’s why I was so hesitant to put you guys together in the first place.” The Johnson frowned. “You’ve been taking too many of these short runs without your normal team. It’s not good for you, upstairs.” He pointed to his forehead. “Runners should keep it clique-y, stay tight, and blow off some steam now and again.”

      “I need to keep my mind off it.” Gilabyte’s whole posture stiffened. “And hoppin’ into another job with my team, sans Roll Out, I reckon would just send me into the nearest waiting arms of a stim dealer. Can’t have that, you know?”

      “I do know. And that’s why I wanted to see you, Alejandro Torres.” The Johnson used Gilabyte’s full, legal SIN name. No one called Gilabyte by his given name except for his parents, either in untraceable digital communiques from his mother, or astral notations from his father. If his name fell out of anyone else’s mouth (except maybe his regular ’running mates Canvas and Black Jacques), “Lex” would think it a threat and start bricking everything important around him. Luckily for the Johnson, they’d worked together a long time, and apparently he felt it was a bold move that earned trust. The exec had earned a little show of position.

      “Well.” Gilabyte smiled. “What’s framing your gray matter now?”

      “I reckon, instead of paying you out of the Midknight funds and possibly leaving you open to their high caliber grief when they trace the routing tags the money took…” The Johnson opened a drawer and pulled out a small black portfolio, setting it flat on the desk before pushing it across to the curious elf. “I keep those funds and I pay you personally. Not an easy trail to follow, and I doubt they are cocksure enough to try and take their pound of flesh out of me.”

      Gilabyte nodded at the plan. The megacorp would likely have Mr. Johnson’s back against Midknight Inc. if they tried anything against him. Hell, with the people this Johnson knew and hired often enough, the mercs’ branch office in Mesquite would be a steaming crater if they tried something stupid.

      “Meanwhile, just to make sure nothing happens to you, you go on a little vacation.” With a grin, he gestured for Gilabyte to open the portfolio.

      There was an embossed maple leaf on the upper right corner. “Toronto?” Gilabyte asked. He flipped through a realtor’s advertisement for a high-end condominium-style flat in the Canadian metropolis.

      “Yeah.” The Johnson nodded, flipping a credstick through the air into waiting elven hands. “The corp gave it to me for work well-served, some kind of holiday bonus. But I’ve been way too busy to get away. This could be perfect for you. Two weeks, Monsieur Torres. You get to live well off the Dallas grid for a while, and you still get paid.”

      He leaned in and raised an eyebrow playfully. “Now, I don’t know what Evo gave to those guys directly. That wasn’t my part of the deal. I was just matching you guys up. But I’d say this,” he tapped the maple leaf on the portfolio, “is probably a better deal than the split the mercs got. And this has the added benefit of getting to lay low in case they were faster than I calculated in looking for you, plus you can let me know how this place checks out.”

      “Really? Seems like a sweeter deal than I deserve, honestly.”

      “Yeah,” the Johnson agreed, still smiling. “But I know you’ve been taking these little contract jobs because of how bad things got on the Alamo gig. I was already worried about your hard drive, Gila.” He poked a finger softly on the elf’s forehead. “And now you let these sloppy ass mercs almost barbeque my favorite technomancer? You need some time off…or a shrink.”

      “Probably both.” Gilabyte’s fingers were back on his totem. “Let’s try a little time off first, then I’ll couch up and tell some Doc about my relationship with my mother.”

      “Perfect.” The Johnson handed over the plexi-print physical copies of two transit tickets—already coded to Alejandro Torres, Standard Class Elven CAS Citizen.

      “You booked this under my real SIN?” Gila held it up between them in disbelief. “Why not Chuck Hadley? Horace Flemmer, M.D.? I love all the junk mail Horace gets when I use him!”

      “Because you’ve used all of those before working local.” The Johnson made a fake gun finger at the air next to his desk and multiple AR video screens popped up, each one with Gila doing something recognizably shadowrunner-like, and labelled with his aforementioned fake SINs. “It wouldn’t take them long to trace those back to you once you check in for your flight. Your real SINformation is the only stuff you’ve been careful not to get mixed up in ’running.”

      “Dammit, okay.” Gilabyte looked down at the ID card, making sure the Johnson was right. Then suddenly he let out a surprised yelp. “You sliced out my weapon licenses!?! I had those added legally!” he exclaimed, biting his lip as he always did when he was nervous. He hated to travel without at least a little backup on his hip, and this meant he couldn’t even try.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” The Johnson shook his head. “Midknight would know to trace your guns. This is a civvy vacation, Alex. Two weeks. Enjoy yourself. Be what every ’runner wants to try and be now and again.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Normal. Mundane.” He laughed, extending his hand. “Stay out of trouble and enjoy yourself.”

      “I’ll try,” said Gilabyte—no…Alex Torres, he corrected internally. “Toronto’s a beautiful place, I hear. A little R&R on the company ’s stick? What could go wrong?”

      “See you in two weeks.”

      “See you then.” Gilabyte turned to leave, the tickets and documentation in the portfolio under his arm. “And thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” The Johnson AR-waved at the doors to let him out. “Just come back in two weeks rested and ready for more work.”
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        Pearson International Transit Hub; CAS Arrivals

        Greater Toronto Area, UCAS

        9th November 2080, 1140 hrs

      

      

      It was a good flight.

      No.

      A great flight.

      Lex—still getting used to traveling under his given name—managed to grab a few hours of sleep, a couple of overpriced and overpoured cocktails, and two-thirds of the Neo London “instant cult classic” Sir Colt Maxxwell, Her Majesty’s Last Knight Hunter, Part IV: One More Knight.

      The Fed-Boeing 1108 was a beautifully created machine, and Lex had allowed his resonance a tiny tour around its ins and outs before settling in for the flight. While most passengers were able to look out their windows to see the waterfalls of the Central Mississippi River Hydroplex, the walled off ruins of Chicago’s DZ, and the verdant growth of the Quebecois Ley Line, Lex trickled himself into the landing and safety suite of the 1108 and saw everything through a dozen lenses and angles. It was beautiful.

      It was also symbolic—traveling as a civilian, under a fully legal SIN, away from all the madness of the Dallas Metroplex across some of the most conflict-torn stretches of the CAS and the UCAS—but also over huge swathes of tended wilderness, long lines of superhighway asphalt, and countless sparks of life on the Matrix.

      And by the time the wheels touched down in Toronto, Lex was no longer “Gilabyte, technomancer-for-hire and shadowrunner of some adequate reputation putting distance between himself and a mercenary company bent on revenge for a situation that was not his fault,” but “Alejandro Torres, half-Latino awakened mystic elf on two weeks of all-expenses paid vacation.” He joined the cattle line of luggage-bearing passengers shuffling down the aisle, then the walkway, and into the very busy arrival terminal of Pearson International Airport.

      He looked around, seeing dozens—hundreds—of passengers, flight crews, employees at the Hub, living their own lives within the microcosm of the facility. Humans, elves, and dwarves dominated the masses, as orks and trolls rarely fit comfortably in commercial-class flights. A few airlines specialized in “Meta-Heavy” seat accommodations, but they were almost prohibitively expensive, which cut down on the larger metas in a place like this. Even in the most posh areas of the Dallas metroplex, it was rare to see such a predominantly soft and civilian collection of people.

      Lex’s technomantic senses picked up signals here and there, but he didn’t have to actively tune it down like he would in other crowds of travelers. There was cyberware here and there, mostly cosmetic, life-enhancement, or skilljack type stuff. Back on the streets of the ’plex, he would find hidden commlinks, augmentatives, and every so often, a jacked up chromeboy, but here among the civilians coming and going, Lex felt as though it just couldn’t be real. There was no way this many people were all legitimate citizens with so little to hide.

      I guess, for now, I’m one of them. He smirked at the thought. There was something about being off-duty that made Lex feel like he was a true wolf in sheep’s clothing. None of these innocent travelers had any idea that just a few days ago he’d been accidentally responsible for a massive chemical explosion in a cold storage facility.

      Lex fought the urge to fully open up his resonant senses to seek out all the dirty little secrets these people had to be hiding in their bodies and commlinks. No no no, he thought, that’s Gilabyte thinkin’. Lex is at the wheel for the next two weeks.

      Stopping for a moment and taking a deep breath, he pushed away the normal shadowrunner sense of self-preservation-paranoia and instead took his first steps to the escalator leading to the baggage department.

      The escalator passed under a brightly lit LED archway, and the glowing words upon it poured ice water down Lex’s spine:

      
        
        **UNLICENSED CLASS B OR HIGHER FIREARMS ARE PROHIBITED IN THE CITY OF TORONTO**

      

      

      The notice made Lex feel extremely uncomfortable. Life as a shadowrunner is a life turned up to eleven, and everywhere you went there was always a possibility one of your past enemies—very recent ones in Lex’s case—might be waiting around the next corner. The fact that he wasn’t carrying a firearm of any kind hadn’t bothered him at all—up until that exact moment. Sure, between his resonant powers and stable of sprites he was far from harmless, but it was so hard being an unarmed civilian. The Texan part of him felt the emptiness of a missing holster at his side, and knowing he was thousands of kilometers away from his sidearm turned everything around him into the kind of threats a properly armed Gilabyte would be ready for.

      The dwarven janitor mopping up a spill—was she just pushing dirty water around in order to monitor the area?

      The two shining pop-jocks at the coffee stand—were they whispering about him?

      That tan woman wearing the thousand-nuyen heels but an off-the-rack pants suit—just like the ones Canvas was always spending her contract shares on—she’s been moving the same direction as him since they deplaned.

      Shut that drek down, he told himself, stepping off the latest people-moving device into the baggage claim area. Stop bein’ paranoid. It’s just two weeks. You’ll be fine.

      Baggage claim was even more chaotic than the thoroughfares. Clusters of passengers from their various flights ringed the hydraulic lifts bringing up an endless stream of bags, packages, and luggage.

      “Oh oh oh!” a gray-haired old dwarf cried, struggling to get to the turnstile before her bag zoomed passed. “Th-that one’s mine! The green one? Hey!”

      “I gotcha, ma’am.” Lex was right there, a few paces down the line, to grab the worn pleather straps. Heavier than expected, the bag made him grunt as he spun back toward its owner. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you, hun.” She spoke with a mild southern accent, and her smile reminded him of every classic country marm from the Family Hour vids of his childhood. As she took it off his hands, two young men pre-occupied with checking awaiting messages in confidentially-blurred AR windows collided with the exchange. Both of them didn’t care so much as look over their shoulder to acknowledge their self-absorbed collision.

      She shot a fiery grandmother glance at their backs as they disappeared into the leaving crowd, and there was something about her auburn eyes that reminded Lex of an old friend—and there he was again, absentmindedly fingering the armadillo statuette on his necklace. If she was just a little more Tex and a little less Hotlanta, she could be Roll Out’s grandma.

      “Some people’s children,” Lex laughed, “right?”

      “Ev’ry damn day, son.” She nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Is that a touch of the West in your drawl?”

      “You got good ears, I reckon. South border CAS.”

      “Helluva trek. What brings you Toronto-ways?”

      “Vacation.” He smiled, really feeling the reality of the word for the first time. “Just a couple of weeks.” The indicator on his tag lit up. Lex spun back to the carousel as his rucksack rose up out of the darkness. Flipping the lumpy luggage over his shoulder, he patted the beat up old bag. “Much needed.”

      “A little UCAS getaway?” they left the baggage area in the same flow of the crowd, not so much together, but close enough in tow to continue the conversation. It was innocent, common behavior, but it lit every shadowrunner signal fire and cranked up every warning klaxon inside of the technomancer.

      “Um...” He fumbled, realizing that as a civilian he had no lies prepared to cover his entrance to the city, or the reinforcing layers of misdirection. A little truth is okay, right? He took a quick centering breath, but had to say something. The longer he hesitated, the more likely even a regular old dwarven lady would think something was up. “Leone Rampant Towers, I think?”

      “Up by Rouge Park? That’s some fine dinin’ and winin’ in those parts, um…” she paused.

      “Lex.” He gave up his name willingly to a complete stranger despite it feeling ten times as weird as not having a gun. Normal people trade niceties all the time, he reminded himself. What were the actual chances this old dwarven lady was a Midknight Incorporated deep cover informant on the hunt for an elven technomancer a few thousand miles away from home?

      “Well, Lex.” Her grin had the same anxiety-dissolving property that Roll Out’s did. “Welcome to Toronto. That is, if they go an’ let you cross the border, sugar.” She winked, pointing a ruby-nailed finger at the archway they were about to pass under.

      
        
        **UCAS BORDER PATROL AND CUSTOMS CLAIMS**

        **PLEASE HAVE SIN ID DOCUMENTATION READY**

      

      

      “You ain’t even in Toronto yet.” The corner of her mouth lifted up into a cocky smirk. “Not really.”

      “Very funny.” Lex put on a strong smile, but his inner shadowrunner—his Gilabyte persona—was growing more and more uneasy.

      “It was nice to meet you, Lex.”

      “You, too.” He watched her disappear into the funnel of people forming the line beneath the glowing UCAS LOCAL CITIZENRY archway.

      The rest of the customs center was far less streamlined. There was a line for incoming business licensees, a line for visiting expatriates, a line for acknowledging and registering cyberware-laden individuals, and the line that grabbed Lex’s attention—the queue for acknowledged Awakened beings. Magic users. Technomancy wasn’t exactly magic or hacking, but to those with the right abilities, it registered like second sight or an assensing lens. That was where he needed to go.

      Where he would be scanned. Questioned. Put under scrutiny while being recorded from a dozen different angles.

      Where they would actually register his SIN as a legitimate visitor to the great city of Toronto. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his palms became two moist sponges. He panned his vision around the crowd, and wherever he caught someone’s eye he couldn’t help but feel them weighing him out, judging him, figuring out he was not just a simple passerby.

      He glanced up at the ring of surveillance modules and AR sifters monitoring the terminal area. If there was ever a weak point in this journey to a safe space where Midknight’s agents would catch wind of him, it’d be here.

      Lex took a quick about face out of the line, trying to look as calm and normal as possible as he ducked inside one of the private ‘families only’ restrooms lined across the nearby wall. The door hissed closed behind him, and he waved his hand over the lock to seal it.

      Get it together, he scolded himself. He dropped his duffel, planted both hands on the counter and leaned over the sink at the mirror. Staring back at him was the same handsome half-Mexican, half-Irish elf face he had woken up to every day for the last twenty-eight years. Flipping out his physical SIN card, he held it up next to his face in the mirror.

      Yup, he forced himself to breathe slowly, that’s me. Same brown hair. Same sunrise hazel eyes. Everything else, everything important anyway, wasn’t something you could just see print on an ID.

      Lex tucked the card away in a pocket, flicked on the cool water, and splashed a few handfuls on his face. It works in the vids, so why not give it a try. He laughed. I might not be as nervous, but at least now I’m wet, too.

      Turning the hot air nozzle on and spinning it up toward his head, blasting him dry in seconds and giving him an exaggerated rocker’s crown of hair. Waving it off, he hefted his duffel and gave one look back at the Tex-Mex tourist in the mirror. You’ve been through worse. This is just paperwork. Government drek in a land that shouldn’t even know you exist.

      Lex emerged back into the throughway and shuffled back into the line for the Awakened. It was a short line, so it wouldn’t be a long wait. Even so, he hated being in lines like this. It labelled him as a member of a very small percentage of the population, magic users, and as a technomancer. He was even a smaller slice of that minuscule pie. It put a spotlight on the one aspect of his life he couldn’t truly hide, and he hated that most nations and territories still did this at the borders.

      “Next!” The customs agent, a human in her mid-twenties, waved Lex over with a neatly manicured hand.

      Here we go, he thought.

      “Hello, and Toronto welcomes you to the UCAS. Bags on the belt, please. Documentation?” She gestured for him to pass his SIN through the small, glowing polymer arch on her podium. “Anything to declare?”

      “Just a little jet lag,” Lex grinned, dropping his rucksack onto the conveyer belt and flicking his AR SIN card into the scanning loop. The filaments in the arch flickered momentarily—an eternity of uncertainty for someone who can think and manipulate reality at the speed of thought—then the light turned a bright green and a gentle tone sounded in Lex’s ear. At the same time, three small, glassy stones on the podium danced with aetheric light, drawing a minuscule amount of energy from
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