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      My commanding officer and I were in a big, comfortably dark hangar. We had it all to ourselves, so she could stretch out her legs—and tail—and we could have a bit of privacy.

      She was Rainwalker, y’see, a dragon. A real dragon. A whole-ass dragon. She was also one of several bloody right hands to Ryan Mercury, my overall boss, inheritor to a great deal of the great dragon Dunkelzahn’s wealth, and an even greater deal of his responsibilities.

      Me? I was Dashiell Hammett Red Clay, formerly Riggins, and for once my fomorian self wasn’t the biggest person in the room. I was new to the job, or, rather, new to the company (not the career). I’d been fighting for pay for a long time, but I was still pretty new to doing it for this particular outfit. It was here, during what was meant to be a debriefing after I’d assisted in the invasion of the United Canadian American States, that Rainwalker had decided to get to know me better.

      Mind to mind. Literally. The spell was called mindlink. Her version was like a high-broadband variant of the spell—draconic minds are bigger than metahuman, after all?—and I was pouring my life story out to her, scene by scene, moment by moment. In words, but also in pictures, surges of emotion.

      Most people got the awkward job interview before they got the job, but…oh well. Here I was.

      “What a delightfully direct, if rocky, path led you in the direction of this lifestyle, Chief,” she chortled. Chief Warrant Officer, that’s me. “I shall have to visit this ‘Fairbairn’ of yours someday. You made it sound charmingly rustic.”

      My tiny little town in the middle of the Cascades, deep in Cascade Ork territory, was rustic, if it was anything. I’d been back to see it, once, since the youth I had just told her about over this psychic umbilical. It hadn’t felt very charming, then.

      “Yes, ma’am. Though I think you might like the visit more than they would.” A dragon sure would stir things up a bit. Maybe shut up the worst of the old neighbors. It would do ’em some good, seeing what small fries they really were.

      “Oh, and all those drill instructors of yours, after that…unpleasantness.” My father and grandfather being murdered during the Night of Rage ranked, to a dragon, as ‘unpleasantness.’ I wondered how draconic family get-togethers went. Messily, based on what I’d seen. “Your time at Yakima sounded delightfully brutal and effective.”

      “Basic combat training is both of those things, yes ma’am.” We never thought of the “delightful” part, though. Brutal and effective, absolutely. “I learned a lot.”

      “And were on your way to learn more, young man!” It had been a long time since anyone called me young man. “Sent to Bremerton, wasn’t it? A navy base of some sort? Or shipyard, you said? Airships, or only land?”

      A wave of her claw took in the hangar, and implied the whole airstrip, where we were talking. Camp Grafton, United Canadian American Sta—oop, just kidding, Camp Grafton, Sioux Nation, now. I’d had a busy December.

      “Airplanes, ma’am, or helicopters, I think you mean.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And yes, ma’am, they’ve got a few fliers out at Bremerton. It’s mostly for floaters, though. I wasn’t there for ships, truth be told, I was there for training. There, and other places. Almost eighteen months, almost non-stop.”

      “Oh, yes, that was…Salish Boat Service, you called it? Some sort of underwater…thing?” she waved a negligent claw. She was a flier, herself, not a swimmer. The Sea Dragon held Seattle, now, had snatched it up as a personal fiefdom. I wondered how Bremerton was handling it.

      I nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Salish Boat Service. Underwater demolitions, insertions, commando work. Special forces.”

      “A raider, then. I have heard of such things, indeed. By all means, Chief. Continue!”

      There was no telling how much of her ignorant routine was her trying to disarm me or appear charming, versus being legit. I was erring on it being an act, though. Rainwalker wasn’t stupid—no dragon was—but especially not one who had her job. Still, I took it as a good sign, it meant she was trying to be likeable, at least, more than intimidating. And, thanks to the spell, I could pick up that her curiosity and enthusiasm were sincere.

      It’s a weird feeling, for a dragon to find you fascinating.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I nodded. “We’ll get closer to Camp Grafton and the invasion, I promise.”

      Another negligent wave of a claw. Dragons, being dragons, did kind of have all the time in the world. If she wanted to know how I got to be Chief Warrant Officer in her outfit, she deserved to know.

      “Continue telling your story, warrior. I have known troll raider chiefs before, and all of them had legends worth sharing.”
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      I was a fomori. I’d goblinized over ten years earlier, by this point, and gotten used to my bulk. I wasn’t quite as tall as a “standard” troll, I didn’t have the calluses, the dermal bone deposits, the arm-to-leg ratio all out of whack and faintly apelike. Folks thought I was prettier than most trolls, I’d grown to accept that after repeatedly being told so, but I still had a lot in common with my cousins. Tusks. Ears. A natural sensitivity to the infrared portion of the spectrum.

      But most of all? Height. Mass. Power. I wasn’t just better looking than most trolls, but more athletic; that part had less to do with being a fomori and more to do with how Coach had worked me for years, then the Salish-Shidhe Rangers had worked me ever since. I’d been a championship student-athlete, and more than once, prior to challenging myself with some of the most rigorous physical training the Rangers had to offer. I’d grown into being a troll, after my body’s violent changes, and I’d grown comfortable in my own skin. The way I saw it, I was just hitting my stride. Lean, mean, killin’ machine.

      But.

      There sure are times it kind of sucks. Especially in the Boat Service. Small boats like the Nightrunner aren’t designed with trollish passengers in mind. They’re meant to be nimble, quick, silent. They’ve got non-reflective paints to eat up radar and composite-hulls that are invisible to most scanners. Run-quiet engines by design, no hanging rudder or propeller blades to snag on anything. They’re stealth fighters, on water. But—again—designed for regular homo sapiens, not homo sapien ingentis, like me.

      So, bad enough my ride from Bremerton Naval Base had been cramped, the almost twenty miles we cut across Elliott Bay, then up near the Ballard Locks. Then, though, it only got worse. We disembarked and our stealth boat went back home, but we weren’t done. We had to get through the canal, drifting in the wake of freighters, and then get past Lake Union, then into, and halfway through Lake Washington. We basically swam right through the heart of Seattle. All stealthed. All ninja-style. All clinging to Stingray diver propulsion vehicles, basically nimble little underwater scooters, electronic-powered torpedoes with handles and breathing gas tanks instead of explosives. We were rolling in at a solid 6 knots, making good time, but…

      But those aren’t designed for trolls either, natch. Mine needed an extra powerful motor, different calculations for depth control, buoyancy adjustment, speed-to-energy ratios, the works. All of it made worse by my extra cargo, but with the initial adjustments made to account for my own increased size.

      Which meant the whole damned way, starting with our Nightrunner ride, and right up to use letting go of our DPVs, to the very moment we put our feet on the silt and started to walk instead of swim, emerging from the water around Council Island—the whole damned way—I had to hear fat jokes from the rest of my team.

      Drekheads, the lot of ’em.

      Never mind I wasn’t fat, and they all damn well knew it. Didn’t matter. Fat jokes get old and lame real quick, whether you’re chubby or not. But I was stuck. For the whole ride. Stuck and outranked. So I had to suck it up.

      Four-Paws-Laughing was a Coyote shaman, the magical muscle of our squad, a human, and the oldest of us. He was also, God, Gaia, and Gitche Manitou help us, in charge. Like a great many combat shamans in military service, he’d been fast-tracked through officer school. Like a great many Coyote shamans, he had a natural flair for flexibility, creativity, and mischief, that had made him a natural at special operations like this one. He’d gained and lost rank more times than anyone else in SSC Ranger history, he used to brag, and I had every reason to believe him.

      Lieutenant Robert Four-Paws-Laughing, his dog tags said. Forp, we called him.

      Staff Sergeant Emil Rush, an ork, was probably just glad he wasn’t the biggest guy on the team anymore. All the extra kit he used to have to carry on land missions, I got to carry now. All the “tiny” jokes were no longer at his expense, but mine. I was officially the big, dumb metahuman of the team, and he—long called Ruckus—was loving it.

      And finally, we had Mary Greene, a Makah gal, human, who really seemed to not like me. Forp and Ruckus, they were joshin’ around, hassling the new guy a little, and I got it. Greene wasn’t like that. She had more of an edge to her, and didn’t seem to be a big fan of me. In fairness, she didn’t seem to be a big fan of anybody.

      Ah, what a fun little team we were.

      There we were, though, moving slow. Up and out of the water, right there, on the shores of the former Mercer Island, now Council Island. The island was about 25 square kilometers of Salish-Shidhe Council territory, in the heart of Seattle, which was United Canadian American States turf, which was itself in the heart of Salish-Shidhe Council territory. Council Island was a bullseye instead a ring inside another ring.

      Look, the important thing was, as we got out of the water, that we were in SSC turf. But we didn’t move loudly or clumsily, no. We moved in slow motion, almost comically, so the water dripping off of us didn’t make a sound, so we didn’t draw the eye, so we didn’t give ourselves away. In our blue-on-black digitally camouflaged combat armor, with full helmets and faceplates, matte-painted carapaces, we looked inhuman, otherworldly, dangerous as hell. That’s because we were.

      Using hand signals only, Forp led us slowly, stealthily, up and out of the water, toward the tree line. We faded into the woods near Calkins Point, in the northeastern corner of Council Island, and then set a security perimeter, took a knee, and waited for Forp to decide what was next.

      Everyone else moved with guns up, I was left feeling vulnerable with my weapon still plastic-wrapped and slung over my back, and my hands full of waterproof plastic crate. I didn’t know what was in it, but I knew it was heavy, and I knew Ruckus had been smug as hell about not carrying it.

      Forp gave me the nod, and I grunted through the process of swapping the crate and my weapon. A trusty FN MAG 5 machinegun, which I shouldered like a rifle and smoothly integrated with my new palm-induction smartlink hardware. The transition would’ve been easier with a second set of hands, but Greene and Ruckus were on security, and Forp had a strict no-carrying-things policy that was, as our team’s lead, unassailable.

      Insertion had been our primary objective. We were working as troubleshooters, testing the security of Council Island, straining the security of Seattle waters. There’d been a few water spirits we’d had to slip past, but Four-Paws-Laughing matched their mojo, and his own spirits had wrapped us in a sorcerous concealment effect.

      The protection of the spirits might be handy against paracritters, not just other guards. Council Island was something like wilderness, now. First thing after the 2018 Treaty of Denver, the Salish-Shidhe had busted up damn near everything on “Mercer” Island, tearing down summer homes and boathouses, tearing up roads, enlisting spirits to wreck everything, then regrow it. Naturally. Super-naturally.

      It was home to exactly three thousand of our people now, diplomats, administrators, foresters, scientists, and magic-workers. They were healing the scars of the island, and trying to heal the wounds between the Salish-Shidhe and the UCAS citizenry at the same time.

      Well, three-thousand and four of our people, now. And where the four of us went was up to a Coyote shaman.

      “Inn,” he said, and we started off to the south. Greene kept giving me just enough of a sideways look over her shoulder to make it clear she disapproved of me and the noise I was apparently making. Truth was, considering my bulk and the weight of the fragging crate, I was holding my own. I’d been taught the basics of covert movements at Yakima, but in the years since then, I’d only gotten better. The Salish Boat Service had taught me well, and instructor after instructor had grudgingly admitted my size wasn’t holding me back. I’d been near the top of my class in our infamously harsh escape/evasion course, in fact.

      Still, Greene seemed to disagree. Violently. Probably violently. Most of the things Greene did, she did violently.

      Despite her sincere disapproval, I didn’t give us away—none of us did—as we knifed south by southwest through the underbrush and forest toward the Council Island Inn. The three-story luxury hotel was filled to the brim with diplomats, their families, and fine works of art. It was a tempting target, and heavily guarded because of it.

      It was there, unsurprisingly, that we laid eyes on the first of the Council Island Police. A pair of them, sauntering along a hiking trail that followed the coast. Nobody else on the island would have guns. Er, almost nobody.

      We crouched low, fading into the brush, breaking up our armored silhouettes and staying silent. I lowered myself to one knee, MAG 5 at the low ready. Ruckus had his back to a tree, blurring himself against the trunk, holding still. Greene eased herself down, slowly but smoothly, until she was prone, rifle pointed in the general direction of the pair of Island cops; using the enhanced optics in her scope to keep an eye on them.

      Four-Paws-Laughing, meanwhile, was…

      “Damn it,” Ruckus whispered.

      Our team lead strolled right out in front of the two cops, letting his suppressed submachine gun hang lazily by his side, hands up. We all felt it as the spirits concealing us drifted away, and even as we all felt comparatively exposed, Forp was. He might as well have stood there with his pants down, mooning them.

      “Good morning,” he said, and it was late enough at night he was telling the truth. “Take me to your leader!”

      They went for their guns. We went for ours. Ours were bigger. They decided to hear us out.

      Minutes later—short, tense, stupid minutes—we weren’t taken anywhere, but their leader did come to us. We were approached by a four-man fireteam of Salish-Shidhe Rangers, escorting the head of the Council Island Police.

      Four-Paws-Laughing stepped away to talk, officer to officer, which left the three Rangers to square off with each of us. They were outmatched in soft armor, just standard-issue fatigues and armored jackets, while we were in our head-to-toe recon armor. We’d lifted our faceplates so they could make eye contact, but we still had ’em way outgunned and outclassed. To their credit, they didn’t waver. They stayed bowed up, just like us, stiff-legged alley cats protecting their turf. All six of us—Rangers, one and all—just got left standing there, glaring at…staring down the…exchanging harsh stares with…the…

      I squinted at “my” Ranger, and he squinted at me. He was tall, Salish-dark, and good looking. An elf. No, not just any elf, but…

      “Shively!” I broke into a big, dumb, smile and reached up to point at my face.

      “Dash? Red Clay!” He laughed out loud.

      Hell if I was shooting him, and hell if he was shooting me—again—so I lowered my weapon and he did the same.

      “Mine’s bigger,” I said, glancing down at his standard-issue FN HAR. His rifle was no match for my machine gun.

      “Always was,” he said, reaching out to shake hands and grinning.

      “Ruck, this is my buddy from basic, the smarty-pants I was telling you about. Shively. The son of a slitch that knocked me out in our last red versus blue!”

      “That’s Lieutenant smarty-pants, thanks,” Shively corrected me. “It’s good to see you, Sergeant.”

      Everyone way the frag relaxed. Even Greene, kind of. As much as she ever did. Apparently, a little bit of shared metahumanity, a reminder that we were all Rangers here, and had all suffered through the same basic combat training, was just what the doctor ordered.

      I unhitched my mystery crate and sat on it, that was still secure, right? Luke and I caught up while we waited for our ranking officers to go over pass phrases, for Shively’s boss to phone it in and get confirmation, and all that fun stuff. It wasn’t official we weren’t all gonna kill each other yet. Quite. But me and Shively were doing our best to disarm everyone.

      He disarmed me, first, with some bombshell news.

      “A kid?! No kiddin’! Got one on the way already, huh?” I gave him a congratulatory punch in the shoulder. “Y’all didn’t waste any time. How’s she holding up?”

      “Ah, she’s fine, she’s fine. She suffered through the honeymoon, she’ll survive this,” he said, a flawless smile bright on his elf-handsome features. His wife was almost as good looking, despite being human. Lucas and Mariah were great, and neither of them had “suffered” a damned bit that wedding night. “And no, we didn’t waste time. As soon as I got my last big check, we went to Eibisu Fertility and got things started.”

      Eibisu Biomechanics was a custom cyberware and other augmentation corp, and they offered payment plans and at-cost rates to active-duty Rangers. I’d been there for some muscle upgrades myself, last time I’d gotten caught up on the sometimes-tardy salary we were promised. Lt. and Mrs. Shively had been there for more important stuff than that! Luke was trans, and had opted not to get some of the surgeries and treatments lots of folks did, so they’d needed outside help to get a bun in the oven. But, hot damn, a bun there was!

      “Congratulations, man, really. The kid’s lucky! They could do a lot worse.”

      Just then, his captain and my lieutenant returned. They looked relaxed enough even Greene finally slung, not just lowered, her firearm.

      “That’s all sorted, then.” Four-Paws-Laughing clapped his hands together, job well done. “Sergeant Greene, the delivery?”

      Greene shoulder-checked me off the crate, and I let her, but I scowled. She knelt next to it and punched a code in the touch-screen keypad, and there was a soft hiss as the sealed container unlocked. She lifted the lid as the Council Island Police Captain—Chief Walter Mallea, head of security for the whole island—came over to see.

      Right there, under his nose, she presented him with a frag-all big crate full of guns, blades, and grenades. Ingram Smartguns and Cougar Fineblades, to, the good stuff. Same guns Forp and Greene were carrying, same knives as we all had. This was the not-fragging-around crate of hardware, that was for sure.

      And we’d just—I’d just—smuggled it into the heart of Seattle. And now, we were showing it off to the head lawman on the island.

      “Fine work,” the security chief said, nodding. He looked Makah. The most militant of the tribes in our Council, I saw his last name was Greene, too.

      What was I in the middle of?

      “Let’s get you changed. Barracks are this way,” the chief said, but nodding to Shively to show us around, not showing us himself. He and Greene—my Greene—nodded at one another, then he turned and left. They weren’t even being subtle about this being some sort of family, or at least tribal, thing.

      I had no idea what the frag was going on, so I just followed everybody else. We got buzzed into the Council Island quarters for men and women of violence—heck, we got passcards—and then they got us all put up for the night.
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      The next morning, we had clothes waiting for us. The only stuff they had that fit me were from some of the gift shops, big-ass swim trunks and a troll-sized t-shirt that said COME SEE THE WILD SIDE on it. Council Island was a popular tourist spot for hikers and photographers, and their branded merch reflected it. Lucky me.

      After we were changed into civvies, it was time to grab some breakfast.

      “Are you kiddin’ me?” For months I’d had on-base food in the mess hall, half of which was the hyper-affordable, prepackaged stuff that had never been touched by a human hand at any point in its creation. Nuke-and-serve, lowest bidder, here’s-your-calories fare. Not here. Not these guys.

      “Salmon and poached eggs? Seriously?” I gave Shively an incredulous look.

      “Most of what we eat is leftovers from the restaurants here on the island. They cut down on waste, the Council cuts down on costs, everyone wins. Yesterday’s dinner, today’s breakfast,” he gave a shrug.

      “Oh no, the salmon’s day-old?” Ruckus snorted.

      “Get the faintin’ couches ready,” I grinned, holding up two fingers and getting seconds all in one trip.

      After that, Four-Paws-Laughing was off still being either an enigmatic, distant officer, or an inscrutable, mischievous Coyote shaman—or worse, both—and Greene was still being her quiet, surly self. Ruckus wanted to nap, so I took off and got the nickel tour from my old chummer from basic.

      Council Island was a heck of a place. It was my first time visiting it, first time in Seattle instead of skipping off the edges of it while driving to Vancouver or someplace. The Island itself was gorgeous, but I couldn’t shake it that every view of the water was actually a view
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