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      “So, on to this Greenspirit fellow,” my boss gave me a smile that was, probably, meant to be friendly. “But first, I simply must hear more about this Fairbairn of yours. You went back, you said?”

      I’d just mentally fast-tracked my life story to her via a high-speed mindlink spell; growing up in rural Cascade Ork country, goblinizing into a fomorian, high school athletics, the Night of Rage upending my life, joining the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, and eventually going shadowrunner and mercenary. So yeah, I “said” I went back, in as much as I had “said” anything this whole time. All of our communication was via the spell. The spell, and body language.

      “Yes, ma’am. Greenspirit came later, but I went back home to Fairbairn. Well, back to Fairbairn, I should say. It wasn’t really home anymore.”

      My body language? Sitting in a simple folding chair, my fomori bulk wrapped in half-armored combat fatigues, spine as straight as I could manage it, shoulders as high as they could be. I’d spent too much of the last few weeks wrapped head to toe in heavy armor, so I’d taken the liberty of leaving most of the hard plates off. I was still in the drab fatigues of my mercenary outfit—the outfit she’d signed off on me liaising with—but, more than that, I was still in the scruff and funk of the last few weeks’ fighting. Muddy and bloody, unshaven and unshowered, as messy and exhausted as a body could be, inside and out.

      “Fairbairn it is, then!” she said, nodding matter-of-factly, the decision made. When she nodded, I agreed with her.

      The dragon Rainwalker isn’t a woman to disagree with lightly, after all.

      Her deep blue scales looked almost black in the dimly-lit interior of a small hangar. She’d wanted to have the space to stretch out, and nobody on base was going to tell her she couldn’t have it, any more than I was going to tell her she couldn’t have the next slice of my story. Maybe ten minutes earlier she’d asked to get to know me better, and I’d spilled what felt like my whole life at her feet, in just that time, at the speed of thought.

      “Captain Blue Robe had run across reports of organleggers and slavers based out of the Salish-Shidhe territory, but operating in the Sioux Nation. As an SSC intelligence officer working hand in hand with the Sioux in Denver, when the reports crossed her desk, she decided to solve the problem instead of pass the buck. So, a little Sioux help, a little Salish help, and me, a little outside help. In we went...”
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      It was a small, localized, operation. Known quantities aplenty, oppositional forces operating in broad daylight without a single solitary frag being given for secrecy, a local populace that had elements that could be trusted to assist us, a weak, sloppy, local government that was unlikely to meaningfully interfere and assist the criminal element.

      Quick Scalpel was a small op, and for me, an intensely personal one.

      We touched down, the four-trooper team I was leading, and my feet touched down on home for the first time in almost twenty years.

      Jenny Yellow Dog saw to our ’chutes. The sergeant was an ork, and a dangerous one, on loan to this joint operation from the Sioux Special Forces, the Wildcats. She and I had a little history going back to a cross-training exercise that had ended with my Rangers allowed to wear her Wildcats’ unit flash until the end of our days, and she’d been a friend, rival, and occasional lover ever since. I was glad to have her here, both as a known quantity and as one of the most lethal people I’d ever met. If anyone could make a parachute—or anything else—disappear without a trace, it was Dog.

      Michael White Smoke was a human from the Salish-Shidhe Council military, the Rangers. That was the same outfit I’d come up in, the outfit I’d gone to when this home had rejected me. It was also where I’d met his commanding officer, the Salish Intelligence Captain, Rebecca Blue Robe. This op was her idea, and Smoke was her man in the field. He was running comms for us, running electronics to secure documents and data manipulation, and—I didn’t doubt for a second—feeding all of it to Blue Robe as soon as he could.

      Our group was rounded out with Sergeant Jon Drummond, also a Salish Ranger, also human. He had the physique of either a workout or augmentation junkie, and was the purest, simplest instrument in my toolbox. He was a door-kicker, through and through, here to fight. Nothing subtle. Nothing secretive. Nothing sensitive. Muscle. It was nice to have a little extra.

      Still and all, I loomed head and shoulders over him; I had a few muscle implants of my own, mind, but in this case the size discrepancy was mostly genetic. It wasn’t his fault he couldn’t stack up to a troll, even a pretty boy fomori metavariant. Being the “least physical” of troll variants was like being the “weakest” nuclear weapon in town.

      Still and all, my size and combat training weren’t the only reasons I was here, nor even my friendship with Becca Blue Robe, who’d put this operation together, getting Salish and Sioux militaries to work together against some human traffickers. I was here because of my size, my training, and that I was a known quantity to the commanding officer, yeah, all those things; but I was here, because of where “here” was.

      Fairbairn, Cascade Ork territory. Home. Population of less than seven thousand when I grew up here, and not many more than that in the whole damned county. Rural Cascade Mountain territory, high up, where the stone meets the sky, the mountains hold up the heavens, and the wind always carries promises of lethal cold.

      I wasn’t just here because I was ready for the job and I knew the territory, no. I was here because if Blue Robe had sent anyone else to kill the sons of slitches that’d put Daddy and Granddaddy in the ground, she knew I’d’ve been eight different kinds of pissed off. Rather than run this op without me and spend the rest of her life feeling guilty and keeping it a secret, she put me in.

      I was here to clean up the Bigtops, whose thumb I’d grown up under. Old Man Bigtop had run Fairbairn when I was a boy, had bullied and browbeaten my dad into working for him at the auto shop, had used Pete Riggins’ hand-modified trucks to run smuggling operations all through the county, and had, eventually, lost the leash on a few too many of his sprawling army of kids and grandkids. During the Night of Rage, his orkish kin had risen up and, in a bloody mess, traded deaths with my family, the Riggins. I’d fled, run off to keep the peace and save a few lives, and landed in the Rangers because of it.

      According to the files Blue Robe’d sent me, the Bigtops had only gotten worse, not better, in my absence. The Old Man’s kids and grandkids had kids of their own, and had married into more and more Native and neo-Native families here in Cascade Ork turf. They had their fingers in every damned pie in the crooked tribe’s territory, from strip-mining operations to exploitative strip clubs, from selling everything from faux-Native handcrafted knick-knacks to Better-Than-Life chips and narcotic slap-patches, from running guns to running guns to running extortion rackets.

      But, when a truck full of human trafficked bodies—and parts of bodies—had shown up on Sioux soil, the Powers That Be had decided they’d had enough. The Sioux and the Salish-Shidhe Council—who the Cascade Orks are a reluctant part of—had gotten their heads together and decided to clean house. The Cascade Orks refused, time and again, to check the illegal activity, so it was time for me and my squad to do the job. Deniable assets, running store-bought gear instead of military issue, rained down from a transport plane to put boot to ass and clean up Fairbairn. Blue Robe’d given us ten days to get it done, before we had to exfiltrate, rapidly, before they’d disavow all knowledge.

      Yes, sir, we had work to do.

      “This way,” I said without a single glance at a map, whether a physical, paper, relic or the headware pop-up the computers in my skull could project onto my field of vision. I didn’t need a map. Not here. Not at home.

      Snow was patchy on the ground, and we avoided it as we crept through the Kittitas County woods. Without it crunching underfoot, we barely made a sound; all of us knew what we were doing, and I’d long since learned how to keep my trollish bulk from giving me away. We maintained that hunched-over, half-crouching posture that always felt silly, but worked.

      We were balanced, light, ready. I was on point—normally not the best idea, but I was home, damn it, I wasn’t following someone else—and they fanned out to make a diamond behind me. Jenny Yellow Dog took right, Drummond left, and White Smoke ran drag on my six.

      I held up a hand near the tree line, motioning for them to stay put. Each of them took a knee, swung so their backs were to each other, and kept a wary eye out. I crept forward, slicing through the dark thanks to my biological fomori vision and a few cyberoptic enhancements. I made it right to the door of the trailer, then…froze.

      I stood there with my gun at the low-ready, my off hand lifted and ready to knock, and it occurred to me I had no idea just what I was going to say if the knock got an answer.

      Then, the decision got taken from me.

      The door swung casually open, letting the cold in and a casually disdainful look out.

      “Come on in, then. And tell them other three to get up here, too.” Coach Lucille Red Clay shook her head at me like I was leading a pack of damned fools. “You’ll catch your death of cold out there.”
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      Sixty seconds later, it felt like almost twenty years had fallen away.

      Coach was older and smaller—sure, I was older and bigger—but for a few moments Operation Quick Scalpel was set aside, my military and paramilitary gear was forgotten, and instead of a squad of black operatives contacting a local asset, I felt like we were a handful of Fairbairn Blackbirds waiting to get a dressing down.

      And I wasn’t the only one. Every one of my squadmates stomped their shoes clean on the steps, ducked their head politely as they entered, and looked entirely cowed and civil. We were a hair’s breadth from propping our guns up at the door.

      Coach was a formidable woman. A Black woman on the far side of sixty, she still had a ramrod-straight spine, still kept her hair buzzed short enough not to be a bother, and still carried herself like the Fairbairn High Athletics Director she’d been for decades, and the United States Army Master Sergeant she’d been prior to that.

      “Well,” she said, simply, giving me a quick up-and-down. “I suppose it’s about time you came back, son.”

      She’d called me son a hundred or a thousand times, but while I was at Yakima, she’d changed it from bog-standard rural jargon to something more official; Lucille Red Clay was where I’d taken my last name from when I lied to get into basic training, and she’d pushed through forged adoption paperwork after-the-fact to make it look legal.

      We hugged tighter and more sincerely, in my experience, than most paramilitary officers hug their local assets. Sergeants Yellow Dog, Drummond, and White Smoke got short introductions—“Dog, Drum, Smoke,” was all I offered, for a half-assed shot at operational security—and Coach nodded matter-of-factly; not only acknowledging their names, but understanding the need for the brevity.

      “Someone somewhere finally got tired of all the Bigtops’ bullshit, huh?” was all she offered by way of commentary about the mission itself. “Took ’em long enough. Reckon it’s too late, by this point, to salvage much of this place. It’ll never be what it used to, but at least it can be a little less awful, with them cleaned up.”

      Her trailer was as spartan as I remembered it, the bare handful of times my student-athlete younger self had ever gotten a glimpse of the interior. She was a simple woman, in her way, without many needs. It took next to no effort for her to clear table space for us to pore over maps together, for her to clear floor space for us to bivouac in her home, and for her to integrate herself seamlessly into Quick Scalpel.

      “She’s old school,” Drummond grunted, satisfied. I checked in and chatted a bit with each teammate while we rotated our watch.

      “She schooled the old school,” I corrected with a soft smile. “US Army Ranger, back in the day. Then SAIM.”

      She’d left the United States behind when it had abandoned all pretext of decency and civilization; after she and her fellow Rangers had been tricked into calling in artillery that wiped the Kiowa tribe off the face of the Earth, she had deserted and joined the Sovereign American Indian Movement army. She, and men and women like her, had fought the world’s largest military to a standstill in their own backyard. And now we had her on our side, here.

      She knew what we’d need. She knew why we were needed. There was never any question in her mind that she would help us. My team rested up and rotated on security. Coach and I spent that night, just that one night, talking, late into the morning. We’d exchanged a few letters, but hadn’t seen each other face to face since Yakima.

      I told her about Bremerton, where I’d undergone my advanced training—or, started it—and then how I’d spent nearly three years being honed into a Salish Boat Service diver, a nautical combat engineer, an amphibious commando, a marksman, a scout, a pathfinder. I told her about Four-Paws-Laughing, my commanding officer, and my orkish friend Ruckus, who always tried to outdo the troll, and even about Greene, who’d decided early on to dislike me, and who had never given herself a moment’s respite from it that I could see. I told her about my Wildcat unit flash, and how I’d earned it expressly at Jenny Yellow Dog’s expense. I told her about the colossal disaster my libido’d caused at a wargame in Tír Tairngire, how I’d slept with the wrong elf, and how his lunatic brother had almost started a real war over it. I told her how my Yakima buddy, Lucas Shively, had hooked me up with some off-the-books work after the Salish Rangers had given me the boot, how I’d run the shadows in Seattle to stay sharp, stay active, stay in the game. I told her I was the godfather to his kids, elven young’uns growing like weeds. I told her about my new home in the Seventy-Seventh Independent Rangers, a merc outfit based out of Portugal, of all damned places, but active wherever the money was. I told her, time after time, in almost every dumb-ass story, about something she’d taught me, something she’d first seen in me, something she’d shown me about myself. I thanked her more times than I can count, that night.

      Coach told me about the slow, strangling, death of Fairbairn. She told me about how crooked the rebuilding had been after the Night of Rage—the hellish week of race riots that had killed my Daddy and Granddaddy Riggins—and how the town never really healed from it. Old Man Bigtop’s sons and grandsons had just gone crazy that night, and had torched nearly half the buildings in town. Their uncle, the sheriff, hadn’t stopped ’em none, of course, and then it seemed like half the money that went into rebuilding ended up in one Bigtop pocket or another. She told me how the school’d closed down not long after, and nobody seemed to notice or care. She told me Fairbairn was three things now, and three things only; a tourist trap churning out bootleg Native American trinkets, a mining town, and a smuggler stop-over.

      She told me how Lilly Great Bear and her whole family had moved away, how Danny Salmon Leaping had wrapped his car around a tree after his momma’d died, how old Mr. Flaherty the English teacher had passed on in his sleep. She told me about Billy Christian and Donny Bundy dying on a smuggling run a few years back, and Ellie Three Trees being a grandma already, with Toby Magpie, and how their oldest boy had died fighting a Bigtop over a case of Smash. Coach told me how Sallie-May Wind Blows’ son had gone missing not six months back, along with a girl he’d taken on a date.

      Coach told me about Mr. Wilson, the school janitor, and how his big orkish heart gave out. She told me how Mike Wilson, his son, had his kidneys give out not a year later, and he’d never left the hospital bed because then his heart did him in, too.

      “Frag,” I said, the word not holding my grief. Mike had been one of my best friends in Fairbairn, I’d spent years calling him Coach Wilson, and he’d helped me and the Blackbirds on our way to multiple championships. He’d always be twenty-five in my head.

      I knew the broad strokes of Fairbairn’s decline, it had been in my mission briefing, if nowhere else. But Coach filled in the details. Coach made it all real. She made it all personal, and reminded me why I was here.

      We drank one toast to Coach Wilson’s memory, then I went to sleep.
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      Nearing dusk, I woke to find the rest of the team—self-starters, one and all—taking turns running security, and Coach sitting at her rickety little dining room table, waiting for me.

      And on the table was a gun.

      My eyes widened slightly. “Is that…?”

      “In spirit, yeah.” Coach nodded. “The revolver of Theseus.”

      My Granddad’s gun. Hank Riggins had been a lawman, been the lawman, back in Fairbairn in the olden days, before the Ghost Dance War, when it was in Washington State, part of the US of A. He had never lived anywhere else, had never lived on a paved road, had never taken any guff, and had never treated a man unfairly. A Bigtop takeover and all the madness of the nation splintering had driven him out of office, but he’d worn a piece of big iron on his hip every day, regardless. He had died with his Ruger, smoking, in his hand.

      “How did you—”

      “Didn’t, and don’t you worry, we buried the old man with the original.” Coach nodded again. “Mike made this. You should’a seen the shop he had set up. Tooled most of it his own self.”

      Coach Wilson had been an armorer in the Salish-Shidhe Rangers, and had apparently stuck with the gunsmithing something fierce. Ignoring the “breakfast” that had been set out for me, I got to work on the gun, slightly in awe. It felt like the whole thing had just been sized up. Sheriff Riggins’ old Ruger—was it still even a Ruger?—was a beast, now, a proper hand cannon. The revolver had never been small, nobody but my Granddad had ever shot it one-handed twice, but whatever Mike Wilson had done to it, it was a massive leadspitter now. Everything was bigger, custom made, outsized by human standards, but perfect for a troll-heavy grip. The spirit of the gun was Sheriff Riggins’ custom piece, but the end result was so ugly it was beautiful, a mixture of smooth lines and barely-rounded-off square corners, a Frankenstein beast more given to modern-tactical flair than rustic, centuries-old, wheelgun stylings. The frame, the longer barrel with integrated rails, the comparatively-tiny-looking external smartlink, the synthetic grips, and the cylinder, resized, for…

      “Seriously?”

      “Good luck with it if y’ain’t you,” Coach replied, looking smug. “Mike did a hell of a job.”

      Shotgun shells. Proper, law-enforcement-and-military-standard, shotgun shells. Or, loaded right this second, slugs.

      “He wanted to give it to you himself, one of these days. Figured you’d come back, hell or high water, and do something about…” She sighed, her exhaustion a palpable thing. “Everything. We all knew you’d be back here sooner or later. After everything that happened, he wanted to help out a little, when it was time.”

      I hated how much “later” it was. I hated how poorly, how half-hoopedly I’d kept in touch. I hated how my jobs had kept me away, or my shame at how I’d had to leave the Rangers, or…

      Coach cut me off before I could brood. “Now, nobody’d want you to take a gun you don’t know into the field or nothing.” She went and reached toward the wheelgun and the massive holster on the table, the surest way to get me to snatch it away and keep it closer.

      “Frag you.” I smiled. “I’m using it for this op. Sidearms are for show, anyways, right?”

      “Sidearms’re for show.” She nodded and smiled back, trying to hide it with her mug of coffee. I could count the times I’d seen her smile on one hand, counting this one. “Now get some calories in you, boy, and go do what you came here to do.”

      With a base of operations to call home and some sentimentality behind me as we settled in, Coach was right. It was time to go to work.
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      We hunted. We slept during the day and stalked smugglers by night. We knew some about them from Salish-Shidhe Council dossiers and our mission briefing, we knew more because Coach gave us eyes on the ground and shared town gossip with us. The Bigtops—the Cascade Orks in general—only barely even hid their illicit activities, only barely went through the motions of recognizing any law at all. The Salish-Shidhe left each tribe to self-govern a tremendous amount, and the Cascade Orks just…didn’t.

      Didn’t care, didn’t bother, didn’t enforce much, didn’t pretend to. As long as Chief Pawl Shaggy Mountain and his cronies got what felt like a generous cut, they turned a blind eye to every type of production, smuggling, and distribution you could imagine. The Bigtop’s mines gave them the fig leaf they needed to explain their wealth, so they could smuggle half the world through Salish lands, and nobody bothered them.

      Until the organlegging and human trafficking had—finally—spurred someone to action. The Sioux had finally had enough, getting into a scrap with some Bigtops running body parts, and had reached out. Operation Quick Scalpel was the result, our joint SSC/Sioux op, our hunting trip, our bloody errand.

      The Bigtops’ hubris, their refusal to hide and inability to understand why they ever should, made them easy meat for us. Wildcats and Rangers, professionals one and all, we made quick and lethal work of them. The days were theirs, bullies and businessmen that they were, swaggering around tribal lands, rubbing their wealth in the noses of the everyday citizens, perverting everything they touched.

      The nights, though, the nights were ours.
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      The first night, we hit them where we knew it would hurt the most; in the gas tank. T-Birds—the vectored-thrust aircraft, hovering tanks prickling with sensors and cannons and with cargo bellies just big enough for illegal goods to turn tremendous profits—were voraciously hungry beasts, and the Cascade Ork tribal territory had turned into a haven for them, a place they could layover for refuel and repair during their hop-skip-jump of fuel tanks taking them, especially, between Denver and Seattle. The good news for T-bird jockeys was that they tended to be durable, hardy beasts, most of ’em capable of running on aviation fuel or gasoline, multi-fuel engines that were thirstier than they were picky.

      The bad news for T-bird jockeys was that those fuel tanks were extremely internalized, wedged deep inside the low-flying jets, nestled as deep inside as was practical, all the better to keep them safe from incoming fire. Nothing made a border patrol agent’s night like watching a t-bird go up in a fireball.

      The inaccessibility of those gas tanks made the purity of fuel a necessity. You might be able to toggle from jet fuel to diesel with the right hardware, but both your jet fuel and your diesel had to be good stuff.

      Which is why we didn’t blow up the Bigtop fuel depot, no. That would have endangered the whole damned valley, half of what had once been Kittitas County. The scenery hadn’t done nobody any harm, we weren’t out to burn down the whole damned Cascade Ork tribe.

      No, we did the opposite. Not fire, water. Or, rather, sewage.

      It’s easy as pie to steal a septic truck. Nobody gives a drek, literally, because it never occurred to anybody that anybody else would want to steal a septic truck. The Cascade Orks half-hooped public sanitation the same way they half-hooped everything else, so we didn’t even need a Matrix search to find it or anything, Coach, and everyone else in town, just knew where the local septic service operated out of. When Larry wasn’t busy hand-crafting faux-authentic bits, bobs, and doodads to sell to tourists in Salish-Shidhe territory, he drove around and took care of the honey pots around the community.

      And, well, ol’ Larry didn’t empty out his truck every night. No, the neighbors famously complained, Larry let it sit and stew overnight, day after day. The one set of laws the Salish-Shidhe did make sure each tribe enforced was about pollution, and the nearest appropriate wastewater treatment facility was down in Ellensburg, and old Larry didn’t make that run but once a week or so.

      So we emptied the honey truck, instead. Yellow Dog got it hotwired the old-fashioned way—most of Cascade Ork land was going to need hands-on wiring and splicing, not White Smoke’s tricks—and we dumped every ounce of it, a fifty-fifty split, into the pair of underground reservoirs the Bigtops used to hold their fuels.

      They had a handful of burly orks on guard, all of ’em that Bigtop flavor of half-neo-tribal, half-traditional-CAS-rural wear, and all of ’em sporting assault rifles as simple and rugged as the orks that carried them. Mean, dumb, fraggers are awful sentries, and the Bigtop clan was primarily populated with mean, dumb, fraggers.

      We slept like babies that day, with a few surveillance drones overhead. The Bigtops didn’t. They sent four gas trucks out to their pair of Bigtop-owned refueling stations, and a fifth hauling gas up to the mine they’d dug into the mountains behind my childhood home. All carrying fuel that was, to put it mildly, “impure.”

      White Smoke checked in when we awoke that dusk, and sure enough, the zinc mine had ground to a halt when generators died, a trio of Bigtop big rigs had howled to fuel-filter-choking stops, and—flashiest of all—a pair of t-birds had died mid-flight, engines blowing out as catastrophic clogs formed throughout their fuel systems. They spit parts and their crashes left divots in Salish-Shidhe Council turf, the huge swathes of it well outside Cascade Ork territory, and the law came down on them for polluting as much as smuggling contraband. One eastbound, one westbound. One had Scottie Bigtop rigged in as the rocketjock, a kid who’d been just a knee-high little shit before I’d left Fairbairn. The other had a pair of Bigtop brothers, nephews of Tommy Bigtop from my stickball team, working security and riding in the cargo hold.

      What mattered the most, of course, was that every t-bird out there made calls to every other t-bird out there, and news of the problem spread. You couldn’t stay a drek-hot smuggler stopover point if your gas was tainted, so the Bigtops had a lot of work to do while their clientele rerouted and gave their business to other outfits. They had to empty out their reservoirs, everyone had to get busy taking apart partially-filled t-birds to get to their protected fuel tanks and clean those out, and they had to call for new go-fast-juice into town so they could resupply.

      White Smoke’s drones got them clearly on video dumping their waste into the Cle Elum river, and a fresh fire burned in my belly. The happiest days of my childhood that weren’t spent playing games on blood-soaked grass had been swimming and paddling around with the other kids, floating on inner tubes and hormones, splashing in the Cle Elum. The way they casually fouled everything in eyesight spoke to how they’d treated Fairbairn this whole time.
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      The second night, we left White Smoke at home to listen to their comms chatter while the other three of us took a trip up to the Bigtop mine that was boring its way into Goat Mountain and spitting sludge into the Cle Elum. We stole some stuff—guerillas always steal stuff—and we tore some stuff up. Mining equipment’s not cheap. Neither are mines. Their fourteen-hour shifts were over, the miners were at home. We put pilfered ammonium nitrate fuel oil explosives on every load-bearing support beam we found until we almost ran out, thanked Sapper Daddy, the ages-old patron saint of blowing things way the hell up, and left. When the timers ran down, the mine closed. Permanently, I hoped. Messily, if nothing else.

      After that brief foray, we checked in with Smoke and what he’d heard, we rested up, and we scheduled. Then, we hit their resupply as it came rolling in, our only daytime direct action. Yellow Dog and White Smoke hit a tanker of jet-a as it chugged along I-90 from the west. Drummond and I hit the pair of semis hauling in diesel and unleaded coming down highway 2 from the east.

      Gas trucks aren’t rolling fuel-air-explosives, just waiting to erupt in a deadly fireball at a moment’s notice, the way action trids make ’em out to be. You can frag with one a little bit, and it won’t blow up everything in a five-click radius, honest. But the schmucks that drive the things, especially the desperate schmucks that do so for illegal outfits like this? They don’t know that. A couple muzzle flashes, the sound of a couple shots hitting their rig—anywhere close to the driver, not into the tanks or anything—and they are gone. The truckies ran off down the cold highway, and we had time to top off a few gas cans in peace.

      A few anonymous calls to the Salish-Shidhe Rangers later, warning about drunk drivers and swerving big rigs, took care of the clean-up for us. The drivers got away, ran or hiked or hitched their way we-don’t-care-where, but our bone wasn’t to pick with third-party contractors who got offered a high-priced run. We didn’t pop ’em just on principle. We weren’t after them.

      We were after Bigtops.
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      The third day, they were all up in arms. They’d lost, not made, money for a couple of days, and that had ’em scurrying around like ants from a stepped-on nest. Bigtops were driving all around town all damned day, packed into the back of pickups—like the ones my daddy used to customize for them, hell, some of them were trucks Pete Riggins had laid hands on—and bristling with meanness and guns. The Bigtops patrolled, they glowered at everybody, they tried to look tough, ready, and alert. We slept through it all. Spotted it later from White Smoke’s spy drones, chuckled a bit, then went back to work.

      The third night, we hit their auto shop.

      It was one of the last buildings still standing from the Fairbairn I remembered, one of a handful not burned down during the Night of Rage—which the Bigtops had treated more like a week—as part of their orgy of self-indulgent destruction, or, later, Old Man Bigtop’s rerouting their fury into land-grabbing or insurance-claiming schemes. The town had been rebuilt since I’d left, or had been abandoned and repurposed into BTL-burning houses, meth-kitchens, and that sort of thing. All the new places were “authentic Native American” fare, longhouses done up all fake to look like Salish Coastal stuff, that sort of drek.

      But of the handful of old buildings left…it had to be this one.

      “I killed my first guy here,” I said conversationally after Yellow Dog and I crept in from the north. “Screwdriver, ’tween the ribs.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and glanced over her shoulder at me. The other two, who we’d met in the middle of the shop floor, listened in curiously.

      “First two, actually.” I nodded, and gave a little what-you-gonna-do shrug. “They’d killed my dad. Said he was a human supremacist, had him strung up, they was gonna hang a sign around his neck. I didn’t let ’em.”

      Despite the years that had passed, despite the casual tone I’d started the story with, standing there, I felt it again. I smelled the smoke, remembered how my chest had seized up at the sight of him, remembered how heavy the world had turned, crushing my eighteen-year-old self and showing me I wasn’t so big and tough, after all. I felt a ball of despair churning in my gut. Eighteen years wasn’t long enough to forget seeing your daddy’s cold, lynched corpse hanging like a bloody scarecrow in the place he’d spent most of his life fixing other peoples’ problems.

      The other three heard something of all that in my voice, no matter how I’d tried to keep it light. Idiot, Dash, idiot. How’d you think that conversation was going to go? They gave each other quick glances, then turned and swept and did a security run, giving me a minute. We had the shop all to ourselves, the greasers had done what they could over the last few days, and had gotten guns shoved into their hands and turned back into regular Bigtops, since. They were rolling around town trying to bow up and show off now, so we knew there weren’t gonna be anybody coming by.

      I let myself feel it. Half a lifetime ago—almost exactly half—I’d found him, here, so I’d killed two men, and then I’d gone home to kill another and to watch my Granddad get shot down right in front of
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