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      Spirits do not require eyes to see, but sometimes they work them into the form they assume when summoned to the material plane. This night, a spirit of beasts wearing bright, blue eyes spotted a metahuman creeping around where it did not belong. The metahuman was an ork, a woman, neither young nor old, who—the spirit tasted the unfamiliar emotion, trying to define it—felt disconcerted.

      The spirit crept closer.

      The ork crept up to a structure that was no more than a dark silhouette against the navy, starless sky. She pressed her hands against the smooth walls, and leaned her head closer to a half-broken window. The trespasser’s attention focused upon the spirit’s master. The spirit’s master would not be able to see her sneaking about, but the spirit could see her without difficulty.

      Now was the time to act. Materializing directly behind the ork, the spirit let out a deep, guttural growl. The ork whirled to face the spirit, and although she tried to keep a stony expression on her face, the spirit sensed the fear she struggled to keep locked behind it. The spirit rejoiced at the impending battle as it leaped for her throat.
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      Traffic murmured around Frostburn as she merged onto the freeway. Technically, it wasn’t her doing the merging; it was just the car, piloted by a program and directed via GridGuide. Making use of GridGuide meant never having to check a map, which was a good thing, because Frostburn was intensely distracted.

      “Record, love?” She had installed a voice mod into her commlink that gave it the voice of trid star Tommy Murphy. Normally, his gorgeous, deep brogue requesting she unload all her thoughts and troubles soothed her, but today wasn’t a normal day.

      “Record,” the ork agreed, and waited for the recording light to turn red. “Someone burned down our safe-house,” she said. The memory of earlier today―a tower of flames lighting the shocked faces of her crew―flooded into her brain. She cleared her throat and pushed away the worry and fear it ignited. “Luckily, no one was inside at the time, so no one got hurt. One of us got roughed up—” That was Yu, her team’s face and stealth specialist, but she didn’t like to use names on these recordings. “—but that was during the job he ran earlier, which turned out to be a setup. Then they hit our safe-house.” Frostburn trailed off and growled under her breath, thinking. “I don’t know what we were thinking, agreeing to him going in alone like that. Maybe we’re getting sloppy.”

      Frostburn found herself chewing on her thumbnail and stopped the tangled mess that was her thoughts before it could unravel any further down a dark, worrisome path. It always happened when she didn’t take proper care of herself, at least according to her records. She never seemed to notice while in the middle of it.

      She stared at the lights of sunset reflecting off Lake Union as she and hundreds more crossed Ship Canal Bridge. Seattle rose like a wall: a silhouette of skyline to the west curved around the edges and reflected off the surface of the water, which was only visible for the height and relative empty space around the old bridge.

      “Regardless,” she said, “We’re going to find out who’s got it out for us and we’ve each got a job to do. But first, I need to make sure my family’s okay, and I’m happy the team was all right with my taking the time to check on them.” She could just call, sure, but she wouldn’t feel satisfied unless she’d taken a look around there, too. And since she didn’t know who had it out for them, she couldn’t know whether they’d trace her call home. “After that, I need to get some astral scouting done. That’s the plan, at least.”

      She paused, unable or unsure of what to say more. “Stop recording,” she told Tommy Murphy.

      A foul odor assailed her nose, and when she wrinkled it in disgust, her tusks brushed either side of her nose with the expression. The awful smell of industrial fire smoke came from—she sniffed to double-check—herself.

      She pawed through a duffel bag she called her not-an-emergency-bugout-bag. She kept the emergency bugout bag stashed in the smuggling compartment she’d paid her brother Jules to install, making it much harder to find. Pulling a packet of shower wipes and a grey and faded University of Washington hooded sweatshirt from the duffel, she cleaned off the physical remains of the day and changed into clean clothes, heedless of onlookers thanks to the one-way glass that had become the norm among auto manufacturers, because no one wants to become the target of a spell in your car during rush hour. Stuffing her smoky armored jacket back into the duffel, she zippered away the stench of smoke and sweat.

      Holding a hairband between her teeth, she smoothed her dreadlocks into a bunch at the crown of her head, then wrapped them in place with a little tug to keep them secure. She took a deep, long breath and shook herself out. She needed to get rid of this worry before she got home, or her family would pick up on it. They always picked up when she was worried. Except this time, they would start asking questions she didn’t want to answer, and Frostburn didn’t like lying to her family.

      Well, she wasn’t lying, per se. She just didn’t correct them when they assumed she still worked as a corporate magical security officer.

      When NeoNET, the corporation that had employed her until recently, had crashed, Frostburn had panicked. Working for the corporation had become a literal lifeline for her and her family. All of a sudden, she could buy her mom a house of her own, in a safe neighborhood away from—or at least just across the border from—the Redmond Barrens. They were able to afford medicine that kept her mom alive a little longer than she otherwise would have been able. The doctors said they would have a good couple of years more with her, just make sure she kept taking that medicine. Facing the prospect of losing that security was more than Frostburn was willing to deal with.

      She had made a call to the headhunter who had approached her months earlier. At least, “headhunter” was what Frostburn assumed was the pretty troll’s title. She had handed over a business card and said to give her a call if Frostburn ever needed or wanted a change of pace. Frostburn thought maybe the troll could at least help her find a way out of her non-competitive agreement—did it even matter anymore when the corp that made her sign the agreement had dissolved? Better yet, maybe she could help her get her a replacement corp job that paid similarly.

      Instead, the troll—who called herself Ms. Myth—had introduced Frostburn to the lucrative and dangerous world of shadowrunning. Frostburn began to earn more than she’d thought possible, but at no small cost to her sense of staying honest with people close to her. Her whole family had naturally assumed she’d gotten work with another corp, particularly when she earned enough to move her aunt and cousins into the house in Snohomish after Frostburn’s mother passed. Though she had initially considered finding another corp job, ultimately she decided against it. At least working in the shadows made her something of her own boss, but to be honest, she was satisfied to have finally found work that both paid the bills and gave her a thrill.

      Ms. Myth had introduced the employment opportunity to the newly-unemployed Frostburn as “not exactly legal.” The phrase had given her pause at first, because back when Frostburn went through her magical Awakening, she’d become the Girl Who Couldn’t Lose: Corporations wanted her. Colleges wanted her. And once she graduated from college, she became the Girl With a Steady Paycheck. She could buy her mom a house—a whole house!—in a neighborhood that wasn’t the Barrens. Through it all, though, Frostburn had always been the stand-up kid who did the right thing. Did she really want to become the Girl Who Has to Hide What She Does?

      As Frostburn’s car glided off one freeway and onto another, the route wound her between the largely working-class neighborhoods of Snohomish to her left and the hellscape that was Redmond to her right. The shades of golds and reds in the sunset shifted and glinted with the change in direction. The colors shifted her thoughts back to the memory of the flames—flames that, in all likelihood, served as retribution for their actions. The tentative connections forming between the Girl Who Has to Hide and the Girl With the Steady Paycheck gave her pause again, and she shoved the troublesome thoughts away.

      I’ve got to get back to the team, she told herself. We’ve got drek to do. Just a short visit, make sure the fam’s okay, and back to work. Tonight if possible; otherwise, first thing tomorrow morning.

      Forty minutes later, the sun had disappeared behind the horizon and the headlights came on automatically, illuminating the road as she turned into her family’s driveway. The car chimed arriving at her destination as it rolled to a stop, , and Frostburn’s heart hiccuped. Draped across the garage above the opened doors was a hastily hand-painted banner that read “WELCOME HOME.” Crowds of people were packed around tables inside the garage; some she recognized as her relatives, others she didn’t know at all. They all cheered her arrival.

      Frag.
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      Frostburn crouched before a tiny girl she thought might be her second-cousin Ida. In her outstretched hand was a small, blue, plastic wolf figurine. Too much time in the heat of her car’s glove box had warped the animal’s limbs, so it stood on splayed legs that curved out and back to meet the base, like a cartoon caricature of bowlegs. Ida didn’t seem to mind. She stared at the trinket, enraptured, with wide, brown eyes.

      “You, my dear,” Frostburn said, “are the proud recipient of the Wolf of Courage.”She looked over the plastic, cereal-box toy, the last thing she was able to scrounge up to serve as a gift for the horde of kids that swarmed her car upon her arrival. One of the crowd got the remaining package of her shower wipes, and another group of them ran off happily and excitedly fussing over a still-wrapped carton of NERPs, arguing over who got what. Once the tide of children had receded, there stood little Ida, shy and gift-less. Frostburn’s heart melted a little and, although it had taken her a good five minutes to find another present, she was grateful to have scrounged up this figurine.

      Frostburn presented the Wolf of Courage to Ida, reverently holding it out to the little girl with her head bowed. But then, an impulse took hold of Frostburn. She clasped her hands around the toy and snatched it back close to herself. She pierced Ida with a fierce expression and said, with far too much urgency for the occasion, “Seize the power of the Wolf, oh Courageous One!” and thrust the toy back at the little girl.

      Ida recoiled from her exaggerated performance, and her lower lip began to tremble.

      Regret and embarrassment flushed through Frostburn, and she melted down onto her knees, cooing, “No, baby, please don’t cry. I’m sorry, I was just trying to be silly and I failed miserably. I didn’t mean to scare you. Please don’t cry.”

      With a wary glance up at Frostburn, Ida sniffled a little and wiped her nose on her sleeve. Then she reached up slowly, snatched the toy, and ran off as fast as she could around the side of the garage. A few  seconds later, Ida peeked out and studied Frostburn from behind her cover, a look of utmost distrust on her small face.

      Frostburn hung her head and sighed.

      “Scaring babies for fun now, are we?”

      Frostburn looked up, then jumped to her feet. “Holy drek, Emilia? It’s been forever! It’s good to see you!” she said as she stretched her arms wide for a hug.

      The younger ork woman shook her ash blond curls with a mirthless chuckle and took a step back, her palms held out. “Yeah, I’m not much of a hugger.”

      “Oh,” Frostburn said and started back, embarrassed. “Sorry. I’m just happy to see you is all. Man, it’s been forever! I haven’t seen you in...what—”

      “Yup, it’s been a while,” Emilia said in a bored tone. She crossed her arms over her chest and took a drag off her cigarette as she scanned the street.

      Frostburn nodded and shoved away a pang of hurt. She and Emilia, her cousin and junior by about three years, had been inseparable when they were kids. Their mothers, who were sisters, rented apartments in the same nasty, should-have-been condemned building in Redmond. Redmond being Redmond, though, living in a should-be-condemned building was par for the course.

      When Frostburn developed magical powers
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      Epilogue, One Year Later:
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