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      Gerrin Stoll grinned, tilted his head slightly, and prepared a jab. “My client may be an asshole, Your Honor, but that in and of itself isn’t against the law.”

      Valeria Franco, opposing counsel whose sharp eyes and slick, pulled-back hair were already tired of your drek, pointed to the yellow ARO hovering to the left of the judge. “We have plenty of charges. None of them are limited to him just being an asshole.”

      Stoll punched again. “Yeah, they have charges, but they don’t have evidence of those charges. They only have evidence of him being an asshole. And last I checked, writing down charges doesn’t count as evidence.”

      “Mr. Stoll will hear the full range of evidence during the trial.”

      “Did Ms. Franco forget about discovery? They need to show their hand before the trial starts. This isn’t some trid show where you can spring your case on me during the trial.”

      Franco tried not to shoot a glare at Stoll, but Booker Coleman, seated next to Stoll as junior counsel, saw the twitch. It was barely more than a flinch, but she had a glare full of poison turned on Stoll before she got enough control to pull it back. If Booker saw it, chances were Stoll saw it, too. And loved it. Booker knew Stoll was exaggerating for effect, and obviously Franco knew it, too. But Booker had already learned Stoll loved a good performance.

      “That’s why the trial date she’s proposed is ridiculous. How am I going to be ready for trial in three weeks if she hasn’t shared anything with me yet? Unless she has nothing to share, in which case, Your Honor, this should probably be dismissed to save us all time.”

      Judge Clabin wore glasses that were very possibly just transparent glass, since he could certainly afford to buy himself functioning eyes. But the glasses gave him something to peer skeptically over. “Ms. Franco, does Mr. Stoll have all the material he should?”

      Franco looked down, rapidly flipping through some AROs only she could see. The only AR Booker’s contacts were picking up right now were his personal files and the courtroom docket. She looked up, then down again. Her face approached the pink color of her blouse. Booker smiled. Stoll’s blow had landed.

      Franco managed to sound calm when she spoke. “Your Honor, we are of course continuing our investigation, and there is a chance some of our most recent findings have not made their way to Mr. Stoll.”

      “And these findings are material to your case?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Then Mr. Stoll needs adequate time to review.” He turned to the defense. “Mr. Stoll. You bought yourself two more weeks before trial. We’ll have a status hearing before the trial to make sure Ms. Franco has not encountered any further delays in sending materials over to the defense.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor,” Franco and Stoll said simultaneously. Then they both got up and headed toward the back of the courtroom so the next status hearing could begin.

      Booker’s long legs easily kept up with Stoll as he took measured steps out of the courtroom, then accelerated to a faster stride the moment he hit the Denver courthouse hallway. The floor was dark granite, so the directional AROs and other information would show up brightly on top of it. Booker knew Stoll wouldn’t, as a point of pride, so much as glance at the AROs. He didn’t need the government host to tell him where he was supposed to be going.

      As he had been doing all morning, Stoll talked as rapidly as he walked, with a predatory grin that was present even when he spoke. “Time is almost always on our side. Prosecutors are under much more pressure than us to make things happen, so they’re more likely to get impatient and make an offer just to wrap things up. Plus, most of the time our clients are free while they await trial, so every day of delay means another day without facing the prospect of jail. That’s good for their morale, which makes them like us. If you can get a delay, then get it.”

      He stopped in front of room 418 and faced Booker. With Stoll’s hollow cheeks and wide eyes, Booker had a brief thought that his new boss was about to lunge for his neck.

      But no. Stoll just had more to say.

      “This one, we can’t push back anymore. The job here is to look confident. Delay too much, and prosecutors start thinking you don’t believe in your case, or yourself, or whatever. Don’t ever let ’em think that. Prosecutors should always, always, think they’re about to be embarrassed.”

      Thankfully, a call came in and distracted Stoll, so Booker didn’t have to stay cool under that glare any longer. The call wasn’t shared with Booker, so he didn’t see who it was, but Stoll smiled and waved at the ARO somewhere in front of it and seemed to develop some dinner plans. It was quick, and then they were moving again.

      Stoll walked into the courtroom and took a seat on the defense side, as normal. It was early in the morning, so the judge was still pretty much on schedule.

      “The People of the UCAS vs. Pyotr Gregerson,” said the pleasant voice of the automated clerk. Stoll was back on his feet after only having sat for twenty seconds.

      Judge Burke launched ahead. “Mr. Fleming, Mr. Stoll—we are scheduled for jury selection in two weeks. Is there anything that will prevent that from happening?”

      “No, Your Honor,” Fleming said.

      “I agree, unless the prosecution attempts to carry anything in that soggy paper bag they call a case, and it rips right to shreds.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Stoll, but a simple yes or no without the additional color would suffice. We will start things off on the twenty-third at 09:00. That’s all.”

      And they were quickly off to another room.

      “We’ll never get to trial,” Stoll said. “Fleming will try to push his nerve, but he’ll still cave, probably about a week from now. He’s a little timid anyway—no idea how he became a prosecutor—and the thought of making the argument he wants to make in front of an actual judge will scare the piss out of him. We’ll have a plea offer in eight days.”

      “And if you don’t?” Booker asked. He figured he had two jobs in the courthouse today—figuring out how things worked from Stoll, and figuring out how Stoll worked. He’d always been like that. Hadn’t had too many toys as a kid, but the ones he got, he’d play with a few times, then he’d take them apart to see how they worked. Doing that had served him pretty well in his adult life, so it had become an instinct he trusted.

      Stoll stopped in the hallway and unleashed his basilisk glare. “We will have an offer in eight days,” he said. Then he started walking again.

      Booker buttoned his jacket vest as they walked. He loved the way his black tailored suit tapered from his shoulders. He’d be unbuttoning it in a minute, but he didn’t care.

      “Next status is going to be smooth,” Stoll said. “I’ve already pissed off the judge and the prosecutor enough, now I need to look professional before they get suspicious. I need to build up some goodwill before the next set of fireworks. No funny business, nothing other than nodding and agreeing. Then it’s arraignment time.”

      As with most of what Stoll said, Booker would decide whether this was bulldrek or not based on the results.

      True to his word, Stoll went into the next courtroom, agreed to whatever the judge said, and got out. He immediately continued Booker’s lessons.

      “Arraignment’s a pain,” he said as his shoes clicked sharply on the stone floor. “We don’t get a definite time for our client, so we have to sit there. The judge doing the arraignment is not the trial judge, so any effort you make to impress them is wasted. This part is as much about winning the client’s trust as it is about anything else. Your first and most important goal is to make sure they sleep in their own bed tonight. They spend the night in jail, they’re going to hold it against you, and any resentment from the client makes your job harder. So you have to know what the other parties want. The judge is simple—they just want to make sure the client is going to be there when trial starts. The prosecutor wants that too, but a lot of times they also want to make a statement, especially if there’s some publicity with the case. This is their first big chance to use the system to express anger at the defendant. They’re going to grandstand a little, pose as defenders of public safety and all that. Don’t worry about that part of it. Just get your client home. If you need to let the other side put on a show for the public, that’s okay.

      “But don’t get sucked into thinking you can let a high bail pass just because you can raise the bond. Yeah, it’s only 10 percent of the bail, but you never get it back. And if anything goes wrong, you get bounty hunters all up in your business, which you don’t want. At all. Try to get bail down to something the client can afford. Don’t commit personal funds or firm funds to bail. I don’t have time to list all the things that can go wrong with that.”

      Booker followed Stoll into the next courtroom and saw a sight that had once been familiar, but now wasn’t: a bunch of people waiting. In his recent time as a member of the respectable class, he had learned just how much effort went into keeping select people from having to wait. People waiting in a line are people who might decide not to wait any longer, and thus might not give you nuyen, which pretty much every corporation found intolerable. Also, executives hated to wait, and they were very careful to design systems that, at very least, would keep them from waiting in lines. If those benefits later trickled down to the ordinary people, well, great. They should enjoy them.

      It all still left him a little off balance. He was used to resenting the respectable class instead of being a part of it. But here he was, and the last thing he could afford to do was let any of that resentment show. So he buried it and kept his focus on learning how all of it worked. He felt a trickle of sweat moving down the back of his shaven head, but he didn’t reach up to wipe it. Keep gestures minimal to look calm.

      But here, in this courtroom, which had waist-high dividers with wood veneer to mark the spectators’ area, the jury box, the elevated judge’s bench, and witness stand, all the advances in queuing technology went out the window. The defendants had to be present, in person, for certain steps. Arraignments were quick, usually about three to five minutes, and while that was short, the variability and the sheer volume of them made precise scheduling difficult. And the person with the most control over the situation wanted to be certain they never had to wait for someone to show up, so judges made sure all the defendants were sitting in the courtroom before things begin, ready, waiting, and increasingly impatient while the people on the bench moved at their individual pace.

      There were maybe fifteen people in the courtroom besides the judge and bailiffs, all of them lawyers. The clients—it had already been drilled into Booker that “clients” was the proper word to use when referring to them, instead of “defendants,” “criminals,” or “low-lifes”—were in an adjoining room, escorted in as needed by four bailiffs who primarily functioned as armed ushers. Stoll looked over at the bailiffs and nodded so they would note his presence and could signal him if anything was wrong with his client. The one bailiff who made eye contact with Stoll, a human of ork proportions, gave a simple nod back. It seemed all was as it should be.

      Stoll’s timing was meticulous; they arrived in the courtroom about 20 seconds before the judge took his seat. An ARO in front of his bench identified him as Judge Flint, and he had a chiseled face under a head where what little hair existed was shaved smooth. He made no announcement when he entered, just made a wrist flick so the auto clerk could start calling cases.

      “Felix, Don, case number 78UCS46-7835,” the clerk said in a gentle but resonant voice. And out came Don Felix, a pale dwarf with a huge shiner on his right eye, from the side room.

      He was back in that room in 97 seconds. Bail set at 250,000 nuyen, next client ready to go.

      Five more came and went, with dialogue moving in rapid succession essentially like this:

      
        
        FLINT: Ms. Reese?

        REESE (assistant DA): Armed assault, three priors, two with guns. Got a slow learner, may need to teach him something.

        ESSENTIALLY INTERCHANGEABLE DEFENSE LAWYER: Your Honor, my client doesn’t have the resources to flee his block, much less the sprawl. He has strong community ties, including two children. He’s not going anywhere.

        FLINT: Recommendation?

        REESE: 150,000, Your Honor. This is a person who needs a few nights in jail.

        EIDL: Bail is about flight risk, Your Honor, not punishing someone before they’re convicted. Make it 20,000 nuyen and he absolutely will be here when he needs to be.

        FLINT: Bail is set at 50,000 nuyen.

        BOTH ATTORNEYS: Thank you, Your Honor.

      

      

      With slight variations, that’s how things went, and then suddenly Booker heard the name he was listening for.

      “Valdez, Reuben, case number 79UCS43-30125.”

      Stoll stood up in the unhurried way he preferred when he was in the courtroom (rather than his rushed mode when traveling to it), but he still was where he should be well before his client was in place. The client was a dwarf, a twitchy, nervous-looking sort in a prison overall that managed to be both too short for him and baggy around the chest.

      “Ms. Reese?” the judge said to in his working-on-autopilot voice.

      “Something a little bit different here, Your Honor. We have an alleged organ trafficker, which of course violates the Comprehensive Anatomical Gift Act.”

      Judge Flint raised an eyebrow. “This isn’t a federal case?”

      “At present, we do not have information on Mr. Valdez moving anything across sectors. So for the time being, he’s ours.”

      “How nice for us. Recommendation?”

      “Your Honor, the defendant is associated with the organized criminal enterprise known as Tamanous, which has significant resources and international reach. If we let him out in public, we stand significant risk that they will whisk him to another sector and try to get everything mired down in complicated extradition proceedings. I don’t think we can afford to let him go.”

      Booker watched Stoll to see how he’d approach his argument. He hadn’t been shadowing Stoll for long—he’d seen plenty of times when Stoll jumped on a prosecutor’s argument without any prompting from the judge, but this time he hung back and stood calmly, waiting for the judge to speak.

      And it came. “Mr. Stoll, is it? Response?”

      “Thank you, Your Honor. My client has no priors, and his relationship to Tamanous is part of the charges, not an established fact. Punishing him for this alleged connection would be prejudicial, making it unfair to him in both the short term and at trial, because Ms. Reese would certainly bring it up as evidence of the likely truth of the charges. My client is not a man of significant resources, so bail of 100,000 would certainly be enough to keep him in town, should he somehow be able to raise it.”

      “Ms. Reese?”

      Booker was already aware of Reese’s reputation for being cool-headed at all times. She lived up to it now. “Nothing Mr. Stoll said changes any of the facts I stated. They stand, as does my initial request.”

      The judge briefly glanced back and forth between Stoll and Reese. “Bail is set at 100,000 nuyen. Next case.”

      Valdez was hustled away, and Stoll led Booker out of the room. He waited until they were 20 meters away from the courtroom doors, out of earshot of anyone who might be connected with the case, then broke down the arraignment for Booker.

      “She made a mistake by asking for no bail. Without a homicide charge on the books, and with a guy who looks like some street dirtball like Valdez, she was going way too high. Looks desperate and unprofessional. When they trip up like that, looking smooth and polished presents a great contrast. So I cut back on the street lawyer stuff, get all calm and orderly, offer a solid logical foundation without getting overly ornate, and the judge will be swayed. Also, hit on anything that might get a judge thinking something might be overturned on appeal, without directly saying it will be overturned on appeal. If you say it straight out, judges get defensive. If you paint the right picture and let them figure it out themselves, they’re more likely to go along with you. Which is what happened.”

      Booker nodded. “Makes sense. Does 100,000 work for the client?”

      “Absolutely. He’ll be home—whatever passes for home for him—by dinner. Always know what your client can afford. You can go about 30 percent higher than that—when they’re desperate, clients can call on emergency resources they didn’t include in their first estimate, because they were thinking about what they’d be comfortable with, not what they could force themselves to live with. But in this case, I didn’t even need to go that high. It won’t be a problem.”

      Booker was learning a lot on his first year on the job, and one of those things was what kind of questions he should ask and what he shouldn’t. Procedural questions? Ask away. Deeper questions, like, “How can this weaselly guy who looks like he might not have enough money to buy a pizza tonight afford both 100,000-nuyen bail and a high-priced defense attorney?”

      That question, he couldn’t ask. But there were some others he could squeeze in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “The good news is you didn’t sell a corpse to a cop.”

      That wasn’t a sentence Booker ever expected to say, but his whole life now wasn’t anything he had expected, so he rolled with it.

      He was with Stoll and Valdez in one of STV’s small conference rooms, with a small black table and silver chairs on smooth rollers.

      True to Stoll’s word, Valdez had made bail and was out that evening. Before he went home, though, he stopped by STV for a strategy session. Stoll had told Booker to take the lead, possibly because he wanted to see how Booker performed, possibly because he had an urban brawl game streaming on a private ARO. Maybe a little of both. Anyway, Valdez seemed quite content to be out of jail and in a small but nice conference room, but he neither seemed overly surprised nor aggressively grateful.

      “I can smell cops from ten k away,” Valdez said dismissively. He had the kind of voice that was all grunts and swallows.

      “So the main things going against you are your history and witness testimony. If we deal with the second, we can argue that the first doesn’t matter, because you can’t be convicted again for something you already did time for. We know who they’re going to call and what they’ll talk about. We’ll get more details when we depose them, but you should look at the list and see if you know things we should ask them to undermine their stories.”

      Valdez glanced at the ARO Booker sent him.

      “You don’t have to review it now,” Booker said. “The depositions will be spread out over time, so…”

      “Some of these people I just sold drugs to.”

      Well, that’s a kind of defense, I guess. “Illegal ones?”

      “Depends on the sector.”

      “Right. Okay, so sometimes we won’t be specific on what you sold, just that either the witness couldn’t know what it was, or they knew for sure it wasn’t body parts. That should be enough detail for the courtroom, right?”

      Whether he was watching a game or not, Stoll was clearly paying attention to the discussion in front of him even if he wasn’t looking at them. “Right. We don’t need a perfect picture. Just doubt. The reasonable kind.”

      “Okay, good. We’ll work on that in depositions. Aside from that…”

      “Couldn’t sell ’em body parts anyway.”

      Booker angled his head. “What now?”

      “Couldn’t sell ’em body parts. The supply dried up. Don’t know where all the bodies went, but they haven’t been going through me in a while.”

      Stoll spoke up again. “Counselor, advise your client that that’s not the kind of thing he should say in court.”

      “Yeah, Mr. Valdez, it’s probably best to not refer to a ‘supply’ of body parts in front of anyone. Maybe just avoid the words ‘body parts’ altogether.”

      Valdez snorted. “They’re sure avoiding me. That’s why I’m for sure innocent. No bodies out there to sell.”

      “So you want us to argue that you didn’t sell bodies because…there are no bodies to sell?”

      Valdez held up a hand like he was taking a pledge. “Swear to ghost.”

      Booker looked at Stoll, who wasn’t watching his hidden ARO anymore. He was staring at Valdez as if he could figure out what the man was talking about if he stared at him hard enough.

      “I’m…not sure how we could prove it,” Booker said.

      Valdez shrugged. “Then figure it out. It’s like accusing someone of selling freshly harvested ivory if all elephants had gone extinct. Just happened.”

      Stoll shook his head. Booker felt the same—he didn’t relish trying to make that case in court.

      But something outside his lawyerly mind, something deeper, told him Valdez believed something weird was going on. And Booker immediately got an itch to figure it out.
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      “How much trouble are we gonna get in?”

      Booker pulled the lapels of his old gray coat, his dark, shiny scalp making the coat seem a touch lighter than it was. He hadn’t worn it much in the past few years, but its presence was reassuring. That defense conversation with Valdez had taken an interesting turn; one that needed investigating in a way he didn’t feel comfortable describing to Stoll. Something was pushing his curiosity, and he hadn’t been off the streets long enough to start ignoring that. Once Booker decided how he wanted to do this investigation, he knew it would require his coat. Helped him believe he wasn’t about to do something really stupid.

      “None,” he said to the woman walking alongside him. “Once I got the right passwords, Kenbak said the rest was easy. As far as STV is concerned, you’re a crack investigator, one they’re lucky to get. The fact that you’re so busy means you won’t be able to accept all the work they may want to give you—just the cases I want to get to you.”

      “Keeping me on a leash?”

      “Making sure you’re available when I need you,” he said. Then silently added, And making sure I can keep an eye on you so you don’t embarrass me. He hated thinking that, but—well, he had a new life now. Wouldn’t do to screw it up immediately.

      Torakutsa nodded. In the dark of the Aurora Warrens, her green eyes seemed to be glowing. Booker always wanted to ask if that was some low-level illusion she maintained just for the hell of it, but that wasn’t the greatest use of magical powers. And in the years he had known her, he hadn’t thought of a non-awkward way to ask, “Why do your eyes seem so glowy?”

      Torakutsa wore a black t-shirt and olive-green pants—the same things she wore about 80 percent of the time Booker was around her. Other times, the t-shirt was gray, a few shades darker than her skin. If you ignored her eyes, the rest of her was very unassuming, which worked well with her customary role.

      “So where are we going?”

      “Gotta find Hagfish.”

      Torakutsa rolled her eyes. “She’s no fun. Did you forget everything while since you took off to rich people land?”

      Booker tugged at his lapels again, trying to get the coat to settle properly. Had he gained weight? That wouldn’t be good. Unless he pretended it was shoulder muscle or something. “Ain’t being paid to have fun.”

      Torakutsa rolled her eyes again. “Guess you didn’t get the tough-guy part of you all educated out.”

      “Couldn’t no school take that away from me.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Where we gonna look first?”

      “Broom’s.”

      “Know where it is today?”

      “Mostly.”
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      Every noise in the Aurora Warrens was wrong. When you heard a hum of electricity, it was intermittent. When you heard footfalls, they were irregular and scuttling. When you heard voices, they were full of barbed wire and broken glass. When you heard gunshots…well, was there ever a good way to hear gunshots not coming from your own gun?

      Water dripped in a nearby building. It had rained last night, and this was probably a puddle on an upper floor slowly dripping down. The building was mostly lacking in walls and entirely lacking in amenities, but one or two people were likely huddled in the parts that still had a vaguely functional roof.

      Booker walked past the building, making his strides longer so his coat would billow a little. He put on his sunglasses, because they had visual enhancements, and also because they looked cool. It took him only a block to remember how to move, to glide through the Warrens like an angel of death. Or, not “like.” “As.”

      Torakutsa was a quarter-meter shorter than Booker, but she never had trouble keeping up. No matter how fast she had to move, she made it look like an unhurried saunter. They quickly covered ground without giving the impression that they had any particular place to go.

      They passed an alley, and something human-sized scuttled out of a pile of rags on all fours. Booker didn’t focus on it. Wasn’t any of his business. To his left, there was a glow in the sky, the source blocked by a crumpled apartment building.

      He reached an intersection, turned a corner, and saw it: an old school bus with most of its windows painted black, but had enough gaps to let dim, red-tinged light bleed out. The main glow came from the bus’ headlights, which were bright and beaming. They were shining in the direction Booker was coming from, so he positioned himself right in the middle of the beams as he approached the bus. He wasn’t interested in coming in unannounced. The beams cast long shadows as he walked into them.

      Booker kept the same gliding speed as he moved to the doors of the bus and up the steps to the ork sitting behind the wheel. The ork had the droopy jowls and sagging eyes of the terminally unimpressed, and that was the stare he fixed on Booker.

      “Ten nuyen,” he rumbled. “Cash.”

      Booker dropped two bills on the tray on the ork’s right—bills he’d procured just for this occasion. Four years ago, he regularly spent enough time in the Warrens to know he always needed a little cash. Back then, it was a habit. Now, he made a special effort to ensure he always had some in his wallet instead of just relying on his bank account to do everything for him. And when he got cash, he didn’t need to worry about where it would come from; he just picked it up from the bank near his office. It was a strange new reality.

      All of the benches had been ripped out and replaced by long, thin, lacquered boards attached horizontally to each wall, essentially making them bars that ran the length of the bus. Stools gave customers somewhere to sit. They could, if they wanted, turn to face people on the other side of the bus to chat, but most chose to look out the windows. Or stare at black paint. The back end of the bus held the bartender, a middle-aged human woman who was all angles and edges under her steel-gray hair. She slid drinks down each bar with a minimum of fuss.

      Booker scanned the room for someone he knew, even if only vaguely, and came up short. He kept his face blank and eased onto a stool, holding up two fingers to the bartender. In a few seconds, she slid two Pale Dragon beers toward him and Torakutsa. This was the sort of place where if you didn’t make a specific request, you got their cheapest beer as a default. And most people didn’t make a specific request.

      Booker casually checked out who was near him. Three stools to his left sat a tired-looking dwarf, grease and dirt on his face, likely from a day working on some sort of vehicle. To his right, two stools past Torakutsa, was a human who kept her eyes on the door of the bus, clearly waiting for someone, while she lightly sipped a nearly full bottle. Across from him was an ork who had a baseball bat leaning on the bar next to her. The bat had nails hammered through it and chunks of jagged glass embedded in it. It was coated with tar, and the business end had red spatters that the ork probably wanted to look like blood, but Booker knew was paint.

      Booker stretched his left leg out and rested his right elbow on the bar with his bottle in his hand. Torakutsa, for the time being, sat facing the bar, looking through one of the unpainted stripes of glass.

      Here was one similarity between his new life and old: when you had something you wanted to talk about, you generally couldn’t start by talking about it. Never show your cards too soon.

      He nodded at the bat. “That thing keep its balance all the way through the strike zone?”

      The ork wasn’t about to be out-cooled. “Any bat does, if you got the strength enough to hold it.” She looked at Booker’s arms, which were covered by his coat. She didn’t care. “Pretty sure you’d drop it mid-swing.”

      “You use an uppercut swing, or keep it level so you can drive it?”

      “Only people afraid of using an uppercut are the ones who think it might make ’em miss. I don’t miss.”

      “What if I shoot you before you get close enough to swing?”

      “You better have a pair of Enfields under that coat, ’cause if you use anything less, I’ll be on your ass before you reload.”

      “I knew a guy with an Enfield once. Wouldn’t shut up about its stopping power. So we kept making him put it to the test. Charging ork? Stopped in his tracks. Hellhound? Same deal. Each challenge we threw at him, he took on and brought things dead.”

      “Think he could do it to me?”

      Booker shook his head. “Naw. We talked him into trying to stop a Metro bus once. Bigger and heavier than this one. I still see the gleam of his metal teeth in the grill of that bus when it passes by.”

      The ork stared for a second, then smiled. “Bullshit.”

      “Wouldn’t be the weirdest thing that happened in this city.”

      And it was started. Shop talk, story swapping, and so on. Booker made sure he was loud enough that his voice would carry, though the bus was so small it didn’t take much effort. After a few stories were swapped, Torakutsa turned around and joined in, which encouraged others to leap in with their stories. Soon the whole bar was talking, except the sad-sack dwarf to Booker’s left, and you know what? Screw him.

      So step one: engagement was done, and Booker lived for a while in step two: shooting the shit, because it was more fun than most of the other steps.

      But Hagfish failed to show up on his own during the discussion, which meant Booker was going to have to do more than just let good fortune fall in his lap. It was time for stage three: get to the ask.

      A late-arriving human woman with a right cybereye and an empty left socket had just finished a story about a barghest, a treadmill, a generator, a pile of bones, and a bar in Seattle that had a very erratic power supply, and Booker saw an opening.

      “So yeah, no more bones, ever. The bar closed the next day!” the woman said.

      There was some laughter, so Booker projected his voice over it: “Yeah, but didn’t it stink? I mean, you said it was summer, right? If there was any meat on those bones, that had to stink. Like there was this guy, used to be a shadowrunner, right? But he was bad at it. People on his team kept getting iced, and people were talking to him, saying ‘You make more ghoul chow than Tamanous,’ and he took it seriously. Yeah, yeah, that’s what he did! He reached out through channels, asking around like people do, all goin’ ‘Hey, if I had some fresh meat, you know someone who might have uses for it?’, that sort of drek. He wasn’t subtle about it, but sometimes it’s good to be direct, right? So this guy, he found some buyers. Got some people willing to take his corpses he acquired by sucking at his jobs. In fact, he found too many, so he got them bidding against each other, and ’fore long he was making more money selling bodies than he was running.

      “You see where this is going, right? He started getting even sloppier, letting teammates die, doing what he could short of shooting people directly in the face to get more body parts, enjoying the sudden influx of cash. But then the jobs dry up. No one wants to work with this fragger, no one wants to hire him. So he says, ‘Screw it, there’s plenty of people no one will miss,’ so he goes down to Aurora and starts, you know, harvesting bodies, people he thinks are totally off the radar. And when you don’t need to wait a week or whatever for a job where one of your friends dies, you can get fresh meat quickly, so he starts to accumulate parts faster than he can sell them. And this jackass figures he’ll store his excess inventory where he’s always stored stuff, in some crappy storage locker where half the units are being used as apartments.

      “Then two things happen. First, Tamanous takes notice of what he’s doing and decide to move directly into his business, selling to his customers at lower rates. He loses business. Then, the heatwave of ’78 hits. You remember that fucker? Two weeks, upper thirties most days, over forty on three different days. You think that storage unit has any sort of air conditioning? ’Course not. So this idiot’s got inventory he can’t clear, and a smell you could notice even if you’d had your nose blown off your face. All the residents are up in arms, they call the cops a few times—cops mostly don’t come, ’cause it’s Aurora—but then the complaints get loud enough that they can’t ignore it. Send a few officers out, they crack the unit and pass out immediately.

      “The smell! Great ever-loving Satan, the smell. It was like an atomic stink bomb, you could see the waves of it rolling over the city, laying waste to everything it touched. It was horrible. The police, once they pulled their shit together, got people to inventory the unit and cleared six missing persons cases that day. They took the parts, gave proper burial to whatever they could, and threw this runner into a deep hole where no one’s bothered to go find him.

      “The smell, though—that stink wouldn’t go away. They cleaned the closet, scoured it, dumped every sort of chemical they could into it, but the stench wouldn’t leave. They gave deep cleanings five times, and two days after the fifth one, the damn thing burned to the ground. The whole building. Wasn’t for insurance money, because of course no one had any. It was just to get rid of that plague. I’ll tell you what, though—place was somewhere near Hampden and Buckley, and if you walk around there, especially when it’s warm, you can still smell that stink.”

      “That’s because it always smells like that here!” Torakutsa said, which got a mild laugh, but also signaled to the others that they could go ahead and talk.

      “Do you know how many urban legends there are about lockers full of body parts?” the ork woman with the bat said. “Bullshit, all that is.”

      Booker shrugged. “You usually need bar stories to be verifiable?”

      “Just callin’ it like I see it.”

      “No, wait, I think this one might be true,” said the woman with an empty eye socket. “I think I heard about this once.”

      As it turned out, Booker’s story was true, mostly, so it was quite possible someone else heard about it. He slapped the bar behind him with his left hand and pointed at the woman with a waggling hand. “There you go, there you go! Verification!”

      “You heard it from where?” bat woman asked.

      Empty eye socket looked the room over quickly, and Booker recognized the expression. She was trying to figure out what was safe to say. “Guy I know who, you know, had reasons to keep track of the, ah, flow of dead bodies in the community.”

      Booker let a corner of his mouth smile. “Medical examiner?”

      The woman offered a single-eyed glare. “No.”

      “Homicide detective?”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re hilarious. There’s this guy who squats on my block sometimes, thinks he’s funny, too. There was this time…”

      And she was off on a story, which the small audience was immediately more interested in that whatever interruptions Booker might offer. No problem. If she didn’t want to talk openly now, they’d talk quietly later.

      A few more people came in, a few more stories were shared, side conversations started, and it didn’t take much for Booker to get into a conversation with the one-eyed woman. She knew what was up as soon as he sidled up to her, so he didn’t beat around the bush. “So, you got a friend who keeps track of the flow of bodies in his neighborhood.”

      “Ain’t giving you his number.”

      “Wouldn’t ask for it. Next few drinks are on me, though, if you just pass along a message.”
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        * * *

      

      The Aurora Warrens are vast, and there are many ways to disappear and be anonymous, but as it turns out, the universe of those who deal in corpses is not large. The one-eyed woman got in touch with her contact, Booker fed him the name of Hagfish, a few questions were asked, a few communications channels were encouraged through judicious applications of cash, and before the sun rose, Booker was receiving a call with every bit of identifying information on the caller scrubbed.

      He answered. “Booker P. Coleman, Esquire.”

      The voice on the other end was raspy and flat. Booker hadn’t spoken to Hagfish in years, but at least that much about her hadn’t changed. “Attempts to impress me don’t work.”

      “Ain’t trying to impress, just stating facts.”

      “It’s 04:30. I imagine you paid good money to tell people to tell me to call you. Is there any reason to waste either of our time?”

      “Torakutsa was right about you.”

      “Torakutsa can gargle acid filled with glass shards for all I care.”

      “Okay, that was kind of fun.”

      “More time being wasted.”

      “Yeah, yeah, okay, listen. Want to talk about your work for a second.”

      Hagfish was silent. Booker took that as an invitation to proceed. “Came across a colleague of yours. Reuben Valdez. Had an interesting claim to make. He’s been accused of trafficking in organs, said he hadn’t done any of that work in months, because the organ traffic had dried up. I thought, if anyone knows about this, Hagfish knows about this. So I wanna know—Valdez real or blowing smoke?”

      Hagfish stayed silent for another few moments. Booker let the silence sit, since he knew better than to rush it.

      Finally, she spoke. “You haven’t been off the streets so long that you forgot how this works. As far as I understand, it works this same way in the courtroom. ‘Quid pro quo’ is a common enough legal term.”

      “This is simple. If Valdez’s story is legit, your business is suffering. You confirm it, I’ll be able to look into it, might be able to solve it. Or tell you where to look. You help me, I help you get your livelihood back.”

      “What if I don’t confirm it?”

      Booker was ready. “Then I know Valdez is lying, so I go back and grill him a little about his operation and what he’s hiding. Maybe I get careless with some case files, and some interesting facts about a competitor find their way to me. Facts I can share with valued professional colleagues.”

      He could almost hear the folds in Hagfish’s leathery skin as she (hopefully) nodded. “Those are fair offers. Both of ’em, though, involve payment well after I give you the information you want. What guarantees do I have that you aren’t lyin’ to me?”

      Booker had dealt with Hagfish often enough to know how to answer this question. “What guarantee do you need?”

      Another still silence.

      “If my business does not pick up, I will take drastic measures by seeking involuntary donors. Such as your friend Torakutsa.”

      “You think you could take one of Tora’s kidneys involuntarily? Yeah, she short, but she bad-ass.”

      “Whether I succeed or not, I think the effort alone would be more damaging than either of us would like. All I need as a guarantee is your acknowledgement that you have heard what I said.”

      “I heard.”

      “Good. What Valdez said is correct. All normal channels of organs in the Warrens have dried up. Either someone is snatching bodies faster than myself and my comrades, or people in the Warrens have stopped dying.” Slight pause. “It’s not the second one.”

      “All right, all right. We’re talking now. Let’s see how we’re going to look at this. Few more questions, and you’re on the road to getting your business back.”

      Booker had no idea where this road was going, but the fact that his firm was entangled with an organlegger and this story kept getting weirder meant he had to keep digging.
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      Turned out Booker was going to a barrens junkyard.

      The word “barrens” is sometimes used too casually, because it connotes emptiness in places that may be full. Places called barrens are not all vacant lots and bombed-out buildings—there’s often much, much more. There were, long ago, large buildings that were never demolished, but rather crumbled slowly under the combined weight of age, nature, and the ravages of scavengers. They fall, mostly, into rubble, but echoes of their structure remains, empty pockets dug out of the wreckage, dens and burrows that would make rabbits and badgers proud.

      Whether part of the fall or as a result of the work of scavengers, the wreckage spreads for a block or two, or maybe more if there were several such buildings close together. In these spots, you don’t get barren, empty lots or hollowed-out structures. Instead, you get mazes of junk, sometimes piled as high as 5 meters, blocking sight lines, with passages so thin they exist only in your imagination. Some of these piles are unsteady collections of refuse just waiting to collapse at any second, some are homes of the desperate, some are both. You pick your way carefully through these mazes, because everything about them is unstable.

      You especially don’t swagger into such a place, if only because the passages are too thin to allow for the proper shoulder movement. The people don’t respond well to any attempt at grandeur, and their first response is to see what they can take. You walk, humbly, past the smells of dust, rust, and dead rats inextricably buried in rubble, and hope that at the very least you can avoid making your surroundings any worse.

      If there is anything worse to be had.

      Torakutsa was a meter behind Booker, no more. He needed to be able to hear her, and she needed to be able to speak in a whisper.

      “Bad aura on that heap over there,” she said. “One squatter probably killed another to get possession of it, and it happened recently. Steer clear.”

      Booker nodded, moving a little left to avoid the pile of I-beams and plywood Torakutsa was talking about. He wished he knew what he was looking for.

      “More rats. So many rats.” Pause. “Maybe I should stop giving rat updates.”

      Booker nodded again.

      They edged past more heaps. These were mostly concrete and rebar, with little sign that anyone had tried to make something out of them. Booker pulled his coat close so it wouldn’t get snagged on anything. He looked up every few seconds so he could catch a glimpse of the moon. It was how he kept himself oriented.

      During one glimpse, a very quick glimpse, he heard Torakutsa say, “Someone’s coming out!” and then a hand lunged out of a pile of bricks, reaching for him. It was gray and thin, with fingernails long and ragged. Booker moved in a way he had learned years ago, quick but fluid, as fast as a jump backward but smoother. Tora reacted in concert with him, keeping clear and locking her eyes on a potential spell target. Booker made sure his movement showed no panic. Never let them see you sweat.

      A body emerged after the arm, underfed and dressed in rags. The red-rimmed eyes held every kind of hunger known in the world, but not so out of control that the man lunged at people who could, and would, put him down in a second.

      “If we’re taking your space, I apologize,” Booker said. “Just passing through. Relax.” He stretched the first syllable of the last word for extra calming power.

      The man looked at them dubiously, his chin swaying lightly like he had a rubber neck. He reached his hand inside his stained loincloth and scratched. He didn’t speak.

      “All right, then,” Booker said. He twitched his head forward slightly, then eased his way past the squatter. Tora followed.

      Booker looked back a few times as they walked away, just to make sure the squatter didn’t try anything. The man watched them go, saying nothing, staying expressionless, until Booker was out of his sight. He thought he heard a crackled chuckle coming from behind him.

      “On the right track,” he said.

      “How’s that?”

      “My man back there thinks we’re gonna run into some trouble, which is why he laughed.” Booker smiled. “But trouble is what we want.”

      They twisted and turned a few times, then the heaps parted, making a passage about 7 meters wide, leading up to a sliding metal gate that was reinforced with wooden boards across the front. The boards were unpainted and plain. There were lights on top of the fence near the gate and the inside part of the wall. They sent a clear message—there’s stuff in here, and it’s not for you.

      Booker stopped about 10 meters from the gate, looking at it and thinking. When he spoke, he drew out his words. “This is not the kind of situation where they let us in because we talk nice,” he said. “Gonna take something more.”

      Tora shrugged. “Little talk, more action.”

      Booker started walking forward with large strides. His right hand reached up and pulled his katana from his shoulder sheath. He’d drawn it a few times in the past few years, mainly for practice, or at home just because he wanted to. He hadn’t pulled it because he needed it in far too long.

      No one emerged as he approached. No voice told him to halt. No one greeted him at all. So he kept walking.

      He went to the middle of the gate and pushed it with his left hand. There was a nicely loud metallic rattle as the gate moved. He pushed again, then again, then shook the gate and shook it and shook it.

      After about a minute of doing this with no sign of activity inside, he turned back and looked at
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