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            Introduction

          

          Or Meet Your Editor, Mr. Johnson

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been editing fiction for Catalyst Game Labs for several years now, and I like to think I’m more than pretty decent at it. But even though I’ve commissioned dozens of stories and novels, some projects still require a bit more of a hands-on approach due to their unique nature. And along with that uniqueness often comes a deadline that is just as immovable as anything else in publishing.

      Just like the one for this introduction was. How was I supposed to write about overseeing the creation of six interlinked novellas set in the new backdrop of the next edition of Shadowrun, and featuring the new characters from the Beginner Box Set and take you through how that all came about?

      While I was staring at my computer screen, trying to get the words flowing, the core idea hit me: for all intents and purposes, a tie-in fiction editor is a lot like a Mr. Johnson in the Sixth World.

      Exactly like them, in fact.

      I receive my assignment from the corp: It all started when the CGL overlords (well, one of them) Randall Bills started a thread (or perhaps an e-mail) about how to tie our fiction line into the upcoming release of the next edition of the Shadowrun RPG. He came up with the idea to do five interwoven novellas, each centered around one of the new characters that make up the SR team. I assured him that this was a great idea (it was), but (because I’m apparently some kind of masochist) it really should be six interwoven novellas—five for the characters, and one more to tie up the actual run itself. And of course I could commission a six original (!) novellas, all featuring a team of runners out to score some kind of major run on a corp, and have the first one ready to publish in about 45 days from initial concept (!!), with the next five to follow in two-week intervals leading up to the launch of the new Shadowrun edition this August.

      When I realized what I had gotten myself into, I hyperventilated for a minute, then set to assembling my shadowrunning (shadow-writing?) team, pulling together the group of writers I would hire to handle this trickier-than-usual job. Commissioning six Shadowrun novellas is easy; commissioning six novellas whose plot paths cross over one another and weave in and out as the overall story progresses is a very different item. I needed to find writers I not only could trust were familiar with the Shadowrun universe, but who were also solid writers that would play well with the rest of the group. If we didn’t have cohesion as each writer turned in their separate plot for the others to tie their stories into, the whole project could fall apart.

      Fortunately, I’ve been editing this IP long enough that I know several excellent writers who can turn in wonderful stories on relatively short notice. I also had contacts on the sourcebook side of SR, and Line Developer Jason Hardy put me in touch with a couple writers who had been working hard on the core rulebook, were experienced in writing Shadowrun fiction, and who were also free (and willing) to tackle this project in the limited time frame it required.

      So, relatively quickly, I assembled my team: game designer and writer Dylan Birtolo; two Shadowrun, Sixth World writers, Brooke Chang and CZ Wright; professional game guy and Shadowrun enthusiast Bryan CP Steele; former BattleTech and BattleCorps editor, and current Shadowrun and BattleTech freelance writer Jason Schmetzer; and to wrap the whole thing up into a nice neat ending, the same Jason M. Hardy (because he didn’t have enough to do with overseeing the creation of the new edition in the first place) who gave me his author list in the first place. Once again, no good deed goes unpunished.

      I brought the team together on our online Basecamp project managing site, gave them their assignment, and turned them loose. I pretty much let them loose on figuring out the who, when, where, why, and how the overall plot would go down while I kept tabs on how things were progressing and weighed in on ideas and answered questions when needed. The authors all came together nicely, and soon the ideas were flowing fast and furious.

      I took the results of each section of the overall mission and made sure they work for the parameters I’d been assigned: The novella manuscripts started hitting my inbox, and that’s when I really got to work in editing and shaping each piece to make sure they fit our vision of what the overarching story was going to be. I’m pleased to say that everyone delivered stellar work, and each new incoming piece cleared the high bar of their predecessors.

      Okay, so there was no posturing for respect on the mean streets or last-minute double-crosses among the writers (good thing, too) or betrayals from the corp itself—the closest thing to any obstacles I encountered was that some of the authors needed a few more days to complete their stories (and one time cover art was delayed, necessitating a rescheduling of the publication of one novella). Frag, I even work on a computer for 99 percent of the time, so I don’t even get so much as a paper cut nowadays.

      The team I put together worked like a well-oiled machine that gave me the results I wanted, and the final product is a great introduction to the exciting world of Shadowrun, Sixth World. I completed my assignment, making my corp happy and allowing a very talented group of writers to show all the Shadowrun fans, both old and new, what they can do. In short, I executed like a true Mr. Johnson.

      But now, as I’m re-reading this, maybe editing tie-in work isn’t all that hazardous, and perhaps I’m stretching that editor-as-Mr. Johnson analogy a bit too far…

      Nah...

      
        
        John Helfers
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            Part One

          

          
            Yu

          

          Dylan Birtolo

        

      

    

    
      The crowd at The Sports Bar let out a communal cheer as the Sonics sank a basket that all but sealed the win. The display at the bottom of the screens updated to show the home team leading by four points with only twelve seconds left. Nothing short of a miracle—or magical interference—would let the Kings come back.

      “Eish, I can’t believe you’re gonna win this one.” The dwarf woman shook her head, her mohawk swaying with the motion and causing the lights of the bar to make her face tattoos shimmer. Her nose wrinkled, but a smile at the corners of her mouth betrayed her true feelings over the loss.

      “Come on Z, you should know better than to bet against the home team.” Yu flashed a charming grin that had convinced more than one woman to abandon her better judgment and accompany the elf to his private room. He’d learned to cultivate and appreciate his talents—not that he’d ever consider using them on a member of his team. They were family. He reached up to brush imaginary dust from the sleeve of his suit jacket. One never knew when it would be important to look good.

      “One would also think you’d learn by now not to put all your eggs in one basket.” He emphasized the last word, eliciting a groan and a heavy eyeroll from his companion as she pushed herself up from the table and walked to the bar. Yu laughed at his own joke, leaning back until the front two legs of the chair lifted from the ground. He rested his weight on the tips of his toes, trying to balance the chair as he waited for Zipfile to return.

      As he hovered around that edge, he reached into his pocket and retrieved a burned-out BTL chip. Tapping the useless piece of tech with his thumb, he scanned the bar, taking in the diverse crowd both in terms of metatype and social standing. Sports had a way of bringing folks together, even when they supported bitter rivals.

      His gaze drifted over the chip in his hand and he froze, as if noticing it for the first time. What had been wayward spinning turned into slow shifting to catch the changes in light coming from the multitude of screens. His arm ached, and he reached up to rub his shoulder, even though his logical mind knew the wound—and the flesh it had damaged—had been removed long ago. That injury had resulted in his brand new cyberarm, which in most cases functioned better than his original one. But this one came with aches he knew he’d never be rid of.

      “Nice chip you got there. Shame it’s burned out. Wishing you could go back to fabricated bliss?”

      The whisper came from behind his right shoulder, and only Yu’s years of training allowed him to keep his composure. Nonetheless, he snapped his arm down, tucking the BTL chip away and out of sight. It was not something meant for others to see under any circumstances. And on the practical level, it was highly illegal, not that anyone in this establishment would consider pulling in Knight Errant.

      Keeping his face pointed away from the speaker, Yu tried to glance at the newcomer out of the corner of his eye. The man was human, dressed in clothes that had been nice once, but were spoiled from too many nights exposed to the elements, their wrinkles giving them away as slept in. His hair was short and scraggly, and while he tried to maintain a calm demeanor, after a couple of seconds his eyes flicked to the side, jumping at some motion or shadow. His talents as a salesman were street worthy at best.

      “What are you proposing?” Yu asked, keeping his voice low and tucking his chin to direct his voice at the stranger.

      “I saw what you had. If you want some fresh ones, take a trip of your wildest dreams, I can make that happen. Fresh stuff, straight off the boats, not like anything you’d’ve seen. Well, you might, since it’s, like, from your homeland.”

      Yu resisted the warring urges to roll his eyes and strike the man in the throat. The muscles across his shoulders tightened, but that served as the only indicator of his true feelings.

      “Meet me outside in five, around the north side of the bar,” he replied.

      Without another word, the man wandered off, weaving toward the exit. He kept his hands in his pockets and his head pointed down at the floor, but Yu made out the subtle shifts as the unsolicited dealer veered away from anyone who got too close. He recognized the motions and reactions, falling back into old habits of judging the man to gauge whether or not he’d be useful. This one would not meet the standards of his Triad back home. He’d be considered a threat, a vulnerability.

      Not that it mattered anymore, but old habits died hard. Of course, not being back home meant he could deal with the BTL dealer as he saw fit. If there was an opportunity to find out more information about this shipment, he might be able to do some real damage to the industry. He wasn’t naïve enough to think he could make much of a wave, but any ripples were victories.

      His thoughts captivated him so much, he didn’t notice Zipfile coming back to the table until she placed a heavy mug in front of him. Shaking his head, he plastered a smile on his face with practiced ease.

      “What’s in your head?” she asked, lifting her own mug and taking a big swallow.

      “Nothing. Just distracted.” He saluted her with the beer and took a swallow, not even tasting the cold liquid as it slid down his throat. His mind was too focused on other matters, like watching the clock to see how many minutes had passed. If the dealer went to the meeting location right away, he’d be expecting Yu to show up in three more minutes. If Yu waited too long, the man might get nervous and leave, or at least have his guard up. It would be better to get the drop on him earlier than later.

      “Want to bet on the next game? Should be starting in about a half-hour, and it’s not like I’ve got anywhere to be.”

      “I have something I need to take care of.”

      “AR drone race, then? Want to check it out? Starts down near the Needle at ten, and lasts until the Knights show up.” Zipfile leaned forward, betraying her excitement for the upcoming event.

      “Another time.” Yu brought his mug up and chugged the last half of the glass, setting it onto the table as he stood up. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

      Zipfile reached out and placed her hand on top of Yu’s arm before he could step away. She tilted her head to look up at him with a questioning glance. “What’s going on?”

      Yu appreciated that she didn’t bother to question whether or not something was wrong. She knew him better than that, but this was something he didn’t want her to get involved in. Not if he could help it.

      “I’m fine.” He reached out and eased her hand off, putting it back on the table between them and pressing down in a subtle gesture to leave him be. “I’m just not feeling well, and want to get home.”

      The lie tumbled with ease from his lips, and he doubted she believed it, but time was running out. He needed to get in position soon if he wanted to get the drop on the dealer before the fool’s guard went up. He should’ve given himself more time.

      Yu stepped away, turning his shoulder so he didn’t have to look at the dwarf if she offered a rebuttal. She didn’t, and he turned his full attention to the upcoming task. He navigated easily through the crowd, sliding through like a rivulet of water always finds a trail downhill, and took the back exit, a fire door with the alarm long-since disabled. Regular patrons frequented this entrance, especially on busy championship nights.

      The night air had a refreshing chill compared to the room behind him. There was a hint of moisture too, a welcome change from the sweat and booze permeating every atom inside The Sports Bar. As soon as the door closed behind him, the raucous conversation and celebration faded into a dull hum. Around the corner, passing cars splashed through puddles from the morning’s rainfall.

      For the moment, Yu had the small street to himself. He didn’t count the raccoons sniffing around the piled trash bags as intruders on his solitude. Walking to his left, he approached the corner leading to the north side of the building. When he reached the edge, he hugged the wall, peeking around the edge to scout out the area. He might not be the best thief in town, but his skills still ranked higher than most at not being seen.

      The BTL dealer stood against the wall, facing the main street and the corner leading to the front of the building. His weight shifted from one foot to the other in jumpy, jittery movements rather than the subtle swaying of someone who had one too many drinks. After a few seconds, his head whipped around, but he didn’t appear to see Yu staring at him from the shadows. The dealer looked at his hand, then back toward the front entrance.

      Sliding out from around the corner, Yu slipped forward, his feet gliding over the cement as he moved with almost unnatural grace. He navigated around a couple of puddles, making sure not to splash and alert his prey to his arrival until it was too late.

      The man never turned until Yu reached out and grabbed his shoulder. He tugged hard, yanking the man backward and making him stumble back in an attempt to regain his balance. In response, Yu swept out the dealer’s rear foot right before it touched the ground, making him fall onto his back with a yelp of surprise. Yu followed him down, dropping his knee so it pressed against the side of the man’s throat and turned his face away.

      “Please! Don’t hurt me! You can have ’em!” The dealer reached toward his jacket pocket with a shaking hand.

      Yu didn’t let him get that far. Experience taught him not to let anyone, especially terrified targets, grab something unseen. He reached out and smacked the man’s wrist with the back of his hand while leaning forward and putting more weight on his knee. The target got his meaning well enough and froze, not even trying to look up through the corner of his vision to look at his assailant.

      “You said you dealt in BTL’s, that you had a fresh collection off the boats?”

      The dealer tried to nod as best as he could with the elf’s knee wedged up against his jaw.

      “Do you know where the shipment is?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Listen, cat tau, right now I’m the one you should be afraid of. I’m the one who literally has your face pressed up against the stones. I’m the one who could break every bone in your hand one by one if I wanted to.”

      To accentuate his threat, Yu reached down and grabbed one of the dealer’s fingers, bending it back as far as it would go without snapping. His victim cried out, but silenced when Yu pressed harder with his knee. The tortured scream faded into a whimper. Yu released the man’s finger, but kept his hand nearby as a reminder.

      “It was being loaded into a warehouse down in West Seattle. It’s probably still there. Takes a few days to move it out to distribution. They’re just sitting in boxes off the boat. But you can’t get in. They’ve got guards and drek, take you out if you don’t got proper business there. I can get you in. Say you’re there for a deal. You could buy as much as you want.”

      Reaching down, Yu patted the man’s clothes, searching for his commlink. When he found it, he fished it out and tossed it to the ground near his prisoner’s hand. “Show me.”

      The captive man did as instructed, pulling up a map without moving the rest of his arm. A green dot marked the warehouse, and the map offered directions from their current location.

      Yu squinted and pulled up the warehouse on his own commlink, using his DNI to keep his hands free to deal with the criminal if necessary.

      “Want me to take you there? I’ll show you the best trips ever, stuff you can’t even imagine. A trip out of this world.”

      Yu’s face lost all emotion, becoming laser-focused on the dealer underneath him. He thrust his entire weight down into his knee, using the motion to snap the dealer’s neck. He stood up and turned away, closing his eyes and lowering his head, not wanting to look at the fresh corpse. His hands clenched into fists and shook at his sides, but he forced himself to take a deep breath.

      After a few seconds, he shook out his arms and straightened his jacket. He walked out of the street, never turning to see the body behind him. At this point, it was just another casualty of the illicit BTL trade.

      It took several blocks before Yu found himself capable of pasting on his trademark smile and nodding to others in an attempt to elicit a smile or a lifted eyebrow. He leaned against the wall of a late-night café with a steady stream of customers and pulled up the map on his commlink, turning it over to satellite view and getting as good a look at the warehouse as possible with public tools.

      As far as he could tell, it looked like a normal warehouse along a string of such buildings in the industry district of West Seattle. Nothing about it stood out from the other warehouses along the strip, and it didn’t have any labels or signage he could see from these limited viewpoints. If he wanted to find out anything, he’d need some help.

      <Hey Z, sorry for ditching you at the bar. I need a favor if you’ve got a few minutes. Figure it shouldn’t take you too long.>

      <Somehow, I’m not surprised. Run into some trouble with your personal business you had to take care of? You could’ve saved some time if you’d brought me in the beginning, you know.>

      <What can I say? I have a flair for the mysterious. Can’t have you knowing everything about me. After all, what fun would that be? My secret rendezvous are part of my charm—they give me that extra bit of flair. I realize you don’t have as much experience, but trust me when I say the women love it. The men, too.>

      Yu imagined the growl from Zipfile as she read his message and composed her reply. It turned the corner of his mouth up.

      <Enough. Just tell me what you need.>

      <There’s a warehouse. I’ll send you the address. I need to know who owns it.>

      <I’ll dig around and let you know what I come up with. I assume this is part of your personal matter, and you’re not coming back to the bar?>

      <Not tonight. I need to check on something.>

      That portion of the business taken care of, Yu called for a ride to take him down to West Seattle. In normal circumstances, he might be worried about leaving such an obvious and easy-to-follow trail, but he hadn’t been on a job in a couple of weeks, and they didn’t have anything coming up soon, either.
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      Yu got out of the car a couple of blocks away from the row of warehouses, walking the rest of the way to his destination. Along the way, he slipped into the shadows out of habit. He didn’t make his stealth obvious. Rather than hug building walls and cling to the darkness, he picked a path that strayed toward the darkest areas. In his experience, such behavior would prevent people from noticing his presence unless they were on guard, and sometimes not even then.

      A breeze picked up, carrying the heavy salt odor from the Sound, combining it with a mixture of rust and grease he associated with heavy machinery. Even from here, Yu saw large cranes arcing up over the top of the buildings, devices for unloading giant crates of cargo. Down here, Seattle gave the impression of being a port in ways the center of downtown did not.

      As he approached his destination, Yu slowed his pace and made sure no one stood on the streets before turning the last couple of corners. He still gave the impression of someone walking rather than skulking. If anyone noticed him, the worst thing he could do was draw attention by looking like he was trying to hide. But a hesitant step here, a thoughtful pause there, these things helped to keep him from walking into someone’s line of sight.

      The object of his interest came into view, and he kept it at the edge of his vision as he strolled down the street. From here, he gained little information about it that he didn’t already know, which amounted to it being a warehouse. Lights shone from the windows, and shadows danced along the walls as people inside moved about. The entire structure sat behind a chain link fence with barbed wire looped around the top. A soft buzzing pervaded the air, the familiar noise of drones flying nearby. He hadn’t seen any yet, but he couldn’t mistake the sound.

      This side of the fence had a gate with a guard sitting at his station, his head propped up on his fist. He wore a uniform, but it didn’t have any logos or branding, suspicious in its own right. Usually the security corps wanted to advertise their jobs, a way to showcase their dependability.

      Yu considered his options. He could bluff his way past the guard, but doing so without knowing anything about the warehouse might prove too difficult. But he didn’t need to get in there himself. All he needed as a glimpse through the windows to see what lurked inside. And he did have a camera drone from Emu. He’d never be able to pilot it as well as she did, but this job should be easy enough.

      Continuing his circuit, he turned the next corner, making sure the warehouse was no longer in line of sight. To be extra careful, he went a full block over, using the intervening building as cover. Better safe than sorry, especially since he didn’t have the backup of his team. He could reach out to Emu and ask for her help, but she’d want to know what he was doing out here, and he didn’t know if he wanted to share those details yet. Their family still felt new, fragile, and he didn’t want to do anything to risk fracturing it.

      Pulling out the small camera drone, he connected it to his commlink and turned it on. It hummed to life and he saw through its camera. Taking control of the device, it flew up over the building and he saw the entire district spilled out before him and stretching to the water beyond, lights from the city reflecting off the dark surface. He didn’t waste time savoring the view, and instead flew forward, heading for one of the warehouse windows.

      The drone shot forward, and Yu stopped it short, worried it would break through the glass. The sudden shift in momentum rocked his entire view and the drone pulled back as he overcompensated. Struggling with the controls and cursing in Cantonese under his breath, he managed to ease the drone up to the window to peer through the glass.

      In that moment, the effort made it all seem worthwhile.

      Several people walked around, all armed with automatic weapons carried in plain view. A few stood at the edge of walkways on the second level, looking down on the cargo below. There had to be at least twenty crates inside, most of them sealed and stamped with a combination of letters and numbers that meant nothing to Yu. One of the crates stood open in the center of the room, with two men and one woman looking over the contents. Zooming in with the camera, Yu saw what captured their attention. BTL chips.

      There had to be hundreds of them in that crate alone. This was no minor operation, but rather a major link in the BTL supply chain into Seattle. Yu licked his lips before chewing on his bottom one. The value of the cargo explained the sheer amount of firepower present in the room.

      All of a sudden, his view rocked so hard he jerked himself out of the drone controls. The sounds of gunfire echoed around the buildings to him. That answered the question of whether the drones around the warehouse were armed or not. Now he’d have to face Emu’s wrath for getting one of her drones destroyed. At least he had some answers. It looked like the cargo had just arrived at the warehouse, which meant he had a few days to do something.

      But what could he possibly do? Even if he told the team and pulled them into this, it was too big for them to handle alone. And considering how strapped they were for nuyen, hiring an outside support team was out of the question. He could tell the Triads, but they’d wouldn’t act unless it was in their own best interests. He couldn’t think of a legitimate way that taking out this operation would benefit them, which brought him back to square one.

      He puzzled over this problem on his way back home. A possible solution came to him in the form of a message from Zipfile.

      <I tracked down the owner of the warehouse—at least I think I did. I expected all those warehouses to be owned by Federated Boeing, but congratulations, you managed to find a strip of privately-owned buildings in that maze of warehouses and shipping containers. According to the records I found, four of those buildings in a row are owned by Rip Current Sea Lanes. They’re a tiny corp, possibly owned by someone else. I’ll keep checking. They lease out the storage units you found. Here’s the thing. The warehouse you asked about? It doesn’t have a lease. Right now, it should be empty.>

      <It’s anything but empty right now,> he responded. <I was there checking it out. The area’s swarming with activity. Don’t suppose you got an address for the owners? Might be interested to see what they say about someone squatting in one of their warehouses.>

      <Eish, who do you think you’re talking to? You know I’ve got it. I’ll send it your way. Do you want backup?>

      <No need. This will be strictly above the books. I’ll even go during the day, when there aren’t any shadows, to show my good intentions.>

      <That doesn’t even make sense! There’s tons of shadows during the day. That was bad, even for you, and that’s saying something.>

      Yu chuckled and spent the rest of the trip lost in his thoughts as a plan formed in his mind…or at least the next steps.
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      The following morning, Yu took his time getting breakfast before heading out to the address Zipfile had provided. She checked in with him once again to see if he wanted backup, but again he turned down her offer. He saw no reason to be worried about making a polite business call during the middle of the day. Showing up with an entourage or having them waiting in the wings would be more suspicious than showing up alone. He could’ve contacted Rude, and claimed the man was a bodyguard. They’d played that part before, and it was more than half-true. What was it Brother Lee used to say? “The best lies are based on truth.”

      At the thought of his former mentor, Yu’s hand strayed to the burned-out BTL chip in his pocket. His fingers tightened around it through the fabric until its sharp edges bit into his skin. Letting go, he smoothed his pants, making sure not to leave any trace of the gesture.

      The trip to Rip Current Sea Lanes passed without incident. The office building was as unimpressive as the corporation’s rating, not even worth being looked at by the Corporate Court. It was a simple one-story building nestled between a towering corporate skyscraper and a family restaurant.

      Stepping through the front door, Yu recognized the façade for what it was. True, the paint was peeling in a couple of places and the walls looked thin, barely a step above a temporary office situated on a construction site. However, there were other clues. Micro cameras situated around the corners of the room in such a way to prevent any blind spots. A heavy-duty maglock system attached to the door leading to the back offices.

      It left Yu with the impression of a building designed to look far more amateurish than it actually was.

      The receptionist at the front desk was a young elf woman, offering him a beaming smile that lit up her face, either that or it was the small lights just under her skin near the corner of her eyes. She tilted her head to a practiced angle, giving off the impression of someone who not only completed finishing school, but excelled at it.

      “Welcome to Rip Current Shipping Lanes. How can I help you?” Her voice had a perfect sing-song quality that only came with months of practicing tone fluctuation. In short, she was a master of her craft, and far too experienced to be working at a no-name company in the middle of nowhere.

      Yu offered her a polite bow, then reached up to run his fingers through his dark hair, making the trained motion look natural and using it to draw her attention. She wasn’t the only one skilled in such subtle manipulations.

      “Greetings, young miss. I came here hoping to speak with someone about renting a warehouse down in West Seattle. You came highly recommended from a friend of mine.” He raised his first two fingers as he dropped his chin in mock apology. “Of course, I can’t divulge the identity of my associate. I am sure you understand the need for such discretion. But rest assured, they speak very highly of your services and consideration.”

      “Of course. Give me just a moment.” She rose and headed toward the back room, but hesitated when she got to the door and glanced back to give Yu an appreciative look, taking in his entire body. He pretended not to notice, even though he savored the reaction.

      She swiped an access card and entered the back room, leaving him alone in the false front. But the cameras squashed any temptation to give anything more than a passing glance. He stood in front of a framed display of a map of downtown Seattle from the late 20th century.

      The heavy clack of the door captured his attention and made him turn. The receptionist stood in the doorway, holding the door open for him.

      “Mr. Miller is willing to meet with you. He’s behind the second door on the left.”

      Yu nodded to her. “Thank you. I appreciate you getting me in on such short notice.”

      He walked down the hall, looking at his surroundings without turning his head or slowing his steps. Stepping through the door was like stepping into a different building. Whereas the front gave off a shoddy impression of a company barely managing to survive, the back hall could’ve passed for the entrance to a clean room, including fluorescent lights and sliding doors filled with frosted glass. The polished floor tiles made his dress shoes clack with every step. Easier to notice someone trying to sneak around in this setting.

      The second door on the left stood open, and a large human sat behind a desk with an AR display floating over the surface. With a gesture in the air, he slid the display to the side and pointed to one of the office chairs in front of him. He wore a tailored suit that had to cost more nuyen than most people made in an entire year. His solid gray hair was slicked back, without even a trace of the original color.

      “Won’t you please come in and have a seat, mister…?”

      “Chen.” Yu offered the pseudonym as he stepped forward and extended his hand. Mr. Miller took it and gave it a firm shake. His grip was strong enough that Yu appreciated having a cyberarm.

      “Please take a seat. Melanie tells me you wanted to inquire as to the availability of one of my warehouses? We are a small business, but we find it helps to keep things moving.”

      “You might say that you run a tight ship?” Yu offered as he took a seat.

      If Mr. Miller noticed the joke, he didn’t appreciate it. “Yes, quite. However, part of the reason we are able to function underneath the shadow of some of the other corporate giants in the district is because we are very discerning with our clientele. I would need to know much more about you and the potential business you offer before I could offer a mutually beneficial proposal.”

      “I can appreciate that. You have your own reputation to be concerned about, as I have mine. I am well familiar with the power of reputation. In the right hands, it’s almost as powerful as information.”

      Mr. Miller paused and stared at Yu, locking gazes and trying to make the smaller man squirm. It was a tactic Yu was very familiar with from his years of experience. He sat in his chair, as relaxed as possible, and remained calm without looking away. After the space of a few breaths, Mr. Miller broke the gaze to turn and pull up something in his AR display.

      “As you can see, we have a perfect record throughout our entire tenure of business, more than twenty years. At the time we had only one warehouse, but our operation has grown to encompass four buildings, each of which is capable of storing at least 350 cubic meters of goods for as long as your contract holds. We provide our own security forces at no extra charge, and are authorized to insure your goods, provided they abide with all import regulations, of course. We’re not responsible for any misunderstandings with authorities of the law.”

      “Do you currently have any open contracts with any clients, are all of your warehouses available?”

      “You must realize I am not at liberty to divulge such information. The discretion of my clients demands my silence to avoid any potential unpleasantness. I’m sure you can understand.”

      “I do, and I was not trying to get you to give away any corporate secrets.” Yu looked up at the ceiling behind Mr. Miller as if searching for thought while he gestured in the air making small circles with his free hand. “I have a special shipment arriving soon, one that will require multiple storage solutions. I was hoping to use a single contractor for all of my needs, and I’m afraid I would need all of your warehouses to do it.”

      Mr. Miller steepled his hands in front of his face and rested his chin against them as he narrowed his eyes. When he spoke, his words were slow and deliberate.

      “That would require a substantial investment on your part, Mr. Chen. And you have yet to inform me what your business is. I’m sure we could handle such a request, but I would need to be assured of your reputation.”

      “I find it surprising you’d speak about reputation when you don’t even know what’s going on in your own warehouses. Either that, or you tend to make promises you can’t keep.”

      Before Mr. Miller had an opportunity to respond, Yu pulled up an edited clip from the drone footage of the night before. It showed part of the flight toward the warehouse, and while it wasn’t professional, the shaky footage gave unmistakable proof of activity.

      “Where did you get this?” Mr. Miller asked.

      “Irrelevant. What I can tell you is that this footage was taken last night at what you claimed to be an empty and available warehouse. It seems like someone is squatting in your property. So, my question would be which element of your reputation is at risk, your honesty or your security?”

      Yu hoped that by keeping Mr. Miller on the defensive, the man wouldn’t pry too much into his paper-thin story. He didn’t have credentials or anything to back up his claim, but he knew how to navigate a verbal minefield. The question was whether or not the corporation knew about the BTL dealers. He hoped Mr. Miller’s reaction would give him the evidence he needed, one way or another.

      Mr. Miller lowered his hands and leaned back in his chair. The index finger on his right hand tapped against the opposite finger as he hesitated before responding. “I will need to check with my associates, but I have no record of this warehouse being in use. It would appear that this is an unsanctioned situation which we will deal with appropriately.”

      “How do you plan to deal with it?” Yu asked, leaning forward in his chair. He caught the motion and stilled himself, hoping the reaction might pass unnoticed.

      The predatory grin of the man across from him showed the futility of his hope. “It seems you are more interested in the perpetrators and this specific warehouse than you are in actually concluding business. Given the nature of your call and the evidence you provided, it also seems safe to venture a guess as to your true vocation. You work with certain elements of society who prefer not to be seen or noticed, do you not?”

      Mr. Miller lifted up a hand to quell any response Yu might have offered. “There is no need to respond. But for our conversation to continue, I suppose it would be more prudent for you to address me as Mr. Johnson, would it not?”

      Yu sat up straighter in his chair, legs tightening in anticipation of a hasty retreat. He didn’t see any armed guards in the building, and no automatic sentries. The sprint to the front office should take no more than a few seconds if he needed a quick exit. Alternatively, there was the door at the far end of the hall. But he had no way of know if it would be locked or where it would go. And both of those exits required him to get out of this room with only one exit.

      Despite his thoughts, other than the straightening of his spine, he forced himself to appear at ease. Showing fear would give his new associate too much power in this negotiation. Besides, he had been in far worse situations.

      “Very well, Mr. Johnson. What is it I can do for you? If you didn’t have business for me, I expect you would’ve called security and had me escorted out of this office by now.”

      Mr. Johnson chuckled, leaning forward to slap his palm on the desk before pointing a finger at Yu.

      “I like you. You’ve got courage mixed with a healthy amount of foolishness. Not only that, but you’re observant, paying attention to your surroundings and calculating ramifications of actions as easily as breathing. In a different situation, I would consider offering you a role as a wageslave. But my instincts tell me you’d balk at such a prospect.”

      Yu didn’t respond, waiting for the Johnson to continue.

      “Very well. I expected as much. Your observations once again prove accurate, I do have something requiring the attention of someone in your line of work. I trust you have suitable references?”

      “Ms. Myth speaks highly of our skills,” Yu provided.

      Mr. Johnson nodded, an indicator that he knew the name. Ms. Myth made it a point to spread her reputation amongst those who hired runners—it was her job, after all. But she didn’t usually bother with single nation companies. If this Johnson knew her by reputation, he had to be more connected than he appeared on the surface. Perhaps his job here was as much a false image as the front room of the office.

      “I will have my assistant perform an inquiry to verify your reputation. While we await the results of that check, tell me, what is your interest in my warehouse? And don’t insult us both by claiming to be a philanthropist with only my best interests at heart.” Mr. Johnson interacted with his AR screen while he spoke, fingers flying through the air. The view changed to a private one, but Yu didn’t need to see the display to recognize the motions.

      “Let’s call it professional business. It would serve my interests if the business transpiring there stopped before it had a chance to finish.”

      Mr. Johnson stopped interacting with his AR display and turned to give Yu his full attention. He brought his hands back to the familiar steeple and tapped his index finger a couple of times.

      Yu continued, “I’m sure someone with your influence could arrange to have such a business shut down with prejudice. I mean, it wouldn’t do to have your reputation soiled by the illegal activity transpiring within.”

      Mr. Johnson raised an eyebrow. “Is that a threat?”

      Yu held up his hands in with his palms facing out in a surrendering gesture. “Not at all. I point it out merely to alert you to the potential threat if someone with less discretion happened to come across the business. I know the value of silence. As you pointed out, I have experience working in the darkness. You don’t work in that business long without knowing how to keep your mouth shut.”

      Something must have alerted the Johnson, as he turned to the side and stared at the empty air. Yu’s legs tensed as he expected security to come bursting through the door. He hadn’t heard anything, but didn’t know how well the door muffled sounds. Through it all, he maintained an outward veneer of calm, knowing the value of appearance during negotiations. It would take more than a couple of potential goons to get him to jump.

      When Mr. Johnson turned back to face him, he relaxed his shoulders and sat back. “It seems we have much to discuss. Your reputation checks out, and I believe you have the skills and expertise necessary for my little venture. I offer an exchange of services. You do me this favor, and I will arrange to have your competition removed from the warehouse, with excessive force, of course.”

      Mr. Johnson waved his hand in the air as if chasing away a fly. “And of course, I’ll provide a nominal fee for your trouble as well. I know your type is not often spurred into action without the promise of nuyen.”

      Yu knew better than to respond to the emotional barb. “What is this venture of yours?”

      “A simple matter, something I’m sure your team is more than capable of completing. I have a file I need uploaded to a server. A trivial task.”

      “If it were trivial, you wouldn’t need my team to get it done. Earlier you didn’t want me to insult you. I would expect the same consideration.”

      Mr. Johnson dipped his head, conceding the point. “This file needs to be installed on an offline server, one I cannot gain access to without drawing undue attention.”

      “The target?”

      “Telestrian Industries on Denny Way.”

      Now it was Yu’s turn to pause and take a moment to consider the options. Telestrian Industries was a large enough company to give him pause. The job wasn’t above his team’s abilities, but it wasn’t a milk run either.

      “Why would a single national company want to target an AA giant? Seems like swinging a bit outside your weight class, don’t you think? A difference like that is worth a premium charge. You don’t know how intense the security is in companies like that. It’s not a simple matter of passing a few maglocks.”

      “I’m sure by now you’ve determined that we are more than we appear. Rest assured, I have intimate familiarity of the lengths such corporations will go to in order to protect their investments.”

      “Anyone can make claims. Give you felt the need to verify my reputation, I trust you can understand the need for me to verify yours. I need something more than your assurances.”

      As way of response, the Johnson summoned an AR display in the space between them. It didn’t take long for Yu to discern its meaning. It looked like a hierarchical org chart, with many branching lines descending from a common node at the top. At the bottom of one of the leaves of the tree sat Rip Current Shipping Lanes. At the top sat an all-too-familiar name: Renraku.

      Just seeing the name of the AAA corporation made his chest tighten, and Yu hoped his outward appearance didn’t betray his reaction to the revelation. Assuming it was true. Then again, claiming to speak for a Triple-A corp was a risky endeavor. They tended to not look kindly on charlatans, and had the authority to make sure most thought better of the attempt—if they even survived it in the first place.

      Working for a Triple-A corp came with considerable risks, but also considerable benefits as well. It put to ease any doubts he had about the Johnson’s ability to handle the threat at the warehouse. Even with the firepower they had on display, it was nothing compared to what a company like Renraku could bring to bear. If he wanted them taken care of, this was the opportunity to guarantee it.

      “I need to run this by my team. It will take a few days to scout the location…” Yu said.

      “I will not move against the criminals using my facilities until you complete your end of the bargain. I do wonder, however, how long it will take them to deliver their merchandise through the appropriate channels.”

      The Johnson’s interruption halted Yu’s train of thought. Even though he knew it was another attempt to goad him, the statement was nonetheless accurate. His team didn’t have the luxury of taking their time before accepting and carrying out this run, not if he wanted to make sure Renraku handled the BTL dealers. The nuyen was secondary; dealing with the threat was the primary reason to take this job.

      But he needed something to mollify his team. “How much nuyen are you offering?”

      “This is a low profile run, and we are arranging for alternate forms of payment. I believe with those factors considered, five thousand would be a fair price. All payable up front. Consider the business with the warehouse to be your second half of the payment. Are we agreed?”

      Yu considered asking for more nuyen, but decided not to push his luck. He needed that warehouse taken care of, and this seemed like the best possible course of action to accomplish his goals. He had walked in without a plan, and walked out with a greater prize than he thought imaginable. Not to mention, it never hurt to get in the good graces of those with power and influence.

      “We are agreed, Mr. Johnson.”

      The Johnson reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out a portable drive, commlink, and certified credstick, laying all of them on the table. He slid back in his chair, out of reach as Yu stood up to claim the items. Mr. Johnson had already turned back to his AR display, turning to the side and dismissing Yu with the unspoken gesture.

      The runner took the items and left, flashing a smile at the receptionist on his way out of the building.

      <Team, we need to meet up. I have a job for us, but it needs to be done soon, today if possible. Before you all start hollering, I know it’s short notice. I’ll explain when we meet.>

      Catching a lift downtown, he got out a block away from the safehouse. Old habits died hard. He never took a car directly to the apartment they used as a base of operations. The rideshare programs claimed their logs were secure, but he had personally retrieved logs from more secure facilities than he could remember. The wiser course of action involved getting out a few blocks away and enjoying the walk while keeping an eye out for shadows.

      He got up to their apartment without incident, confident that no one had followed him. The middle of the day often made it harder to spot a tail, since the streets were full of people going about their daily lives. Mainly wageslaves on their lunch breaks or running errands. Down here Knight Errant and sometimes corporate security took regular patrols to make sure the sidewalks remained clear of “undesirables.”

      When he got to the apartment, he saw he was the last to arrive. Zipfile sat at the breakfast bar, zoned out in the Matrix, judging by her glazed expression. Rude, the big burly troll, sat on the couch in the center, both arms stretched out to either side, taking up the entire seat himself. His stained trench coat looked to have been through a war zone, and quite possibly could have been.

      Frostburn stood near one of the windows on the far side, gazing out at the city skyline, taking advantage of their twelfth-floor view. Her eyes flicked to Yu when he entered, giving him her attention without turning away. Emu sat in the center of the floor, various bits of drones and other machinery Yu couldn’t identify scattered around her as she picked apart the guts of what he guessed was three machines at the same time.

      Rude spoke first. “What’s the job and why so short, elfy-pants? Ain’t like ya to pick up somethin’ without talkin’ it to death first.”

      With his words, the rest of the team turned to face him, their questions evident. Frostburn had her lips pressed together, and Rude looked bored. The other two members of the team seemed curious, waiting for Yu to explain.

      “It’s a simple run, doesn’t pay much, but comes with some special benefits. Not the least of which is getting in good with someone who could give us lots of work down the road. Bigger jobs, and well worth the investment of effort.”

      “Get to the point and stop tryin’ to butter us up with yer fancy talk.”

      Yu nodded, conceding the point. He needed to be more direct, even if he didn’t want to share all the details. “Five thousand nuyen in advance, with the option for a bonus. A simple B&E job where all we have to do is upload a file to an offline server. Should be easy nuyen.”

      Zipfile held up her hand, and Yu tossed her the portable drive.

      While she looked into it, Rude shook his head. “Chump change. Not worth it. We pull bigger paydays’n that without even tryin’. Ain’t worth the trouble.”

      “You need to keep in mind who we’ll be working for, and what it will mean for our future. This may be a small job, but it’s in the big leagues. Consider it an investment in things to come.”

      Rude wrinkled his nose, but it was Frostburn who spoke. “Who’s the client?”

      “Renraku.”

      Everyone stilled when he said the name, even Zipfile. She paused in her digital examination and looked over at Yu, who cleared his throat. “Like I said, this is it. This is the big leagues. The job may be small, but the cred we’ll get is worth more than just the payment.”

      “Dealing with a corp like that, nothing’s simple. And if it seems simple, then you’re not seeing the whole picture.” Frostburn shook her head. “I don’t like this. How’d you find this job? Did this come through Ms. Myth? Why the urgency on the timeline?”

      “I was following a lead for some personal business, and found the Johnson masquerading as the CEO of a smaller company. You know how I work. We got to talking, and he decided to throw some work our way. When I pushed him, that’s when he admitted who his real employer was. But by then, the deal was already made.”

      Yu took a deep breath. “Look, if you’re not comfortable with the job, I understand. It’s a bit of an odd one, for sure. But when the opportunity presented itself, I didn’t want to let it slip by. This is a case of being in the right place at the right time, and I think we should move on it. The job’s easy enough that I’m confident I could take it on myself, keep any of you from being at risk. I’ll just work my way in, install the file, and get out without them being any the wiser.”

      “And take the entire pay?” Rude scoffed.

      “No, I’d still split it. We’re a team.”

      “Works fer me,” Rude leaned back and tilted his head back until the couch groaned.

      “We’re not going to let you go there alone, that’s foolish,” Frostburn said. “Even if the job is as easy as you claim, something might go wrong. Like you said, we’re a team. We’re not leaving you on your own, right, Rude?”

      The troll responded with a grunt, which was the extent of his support when he didn’t agree with a course of action.

      Yu looked over at Emu to see what she thought. She shrugged. “Like you said, the job seems easy enough, but that makes me nervous. The short timeline does too. But if it’ll get us in good with one of the AAAs, it might be worth it. Certainly sounds like something we could handle.”

      “Thanks, Emu.”

      “I still need to talk to you about wrecking my drone,” she growled.

      “Right.” Yu turned toward Zipfile, making a mental note to come back to that at some point. She tossed the drive back to him and he snatched it out of the air, tucking it into a pocket in a blink.

      “Didn’t open the file in case it’s some kind of virus, but the install package is pretty standard. Just plug it in and it should auto execute. Nothing fancy I could find in my brief scan.”

      <This deal connected to the warehouse?> Her private message came to his commlink as she spoke.

      <Yes. I need to deal with something there, and this seems like the best way to take care of it. That’s why the payment is so low.>

      <You know I won’t pry, but I’ll just say you should share it with the team. We’ll all be more likely to have your back if you just come clean about it. Well, maybe not Rude, but the rest of us…>

      <I’ll keep it under advisement. And Z… Thanks.>

      “I say we go for it,” Zipfile said with a shrug. “It’s a risk, but everything we do is. This particular one just might have dividends that pay off down the line.”

      “What’s your plan?” Frostburn asked. She stepped away from the window and shoved Rude’s arm off the back of the couch so she could perch on the edge.

      “If Zipfile can drum up some credentials for one of my SINs, I walk in the front door as an employee during the morning rush tomorrow. Security will be too swamped to run a thorough check on everyone, so I should be able to get in relatively easily. They’re not expecting an intrusion, so they won’t be on high alert. Once inside, I a terminal in the offline server, plug the drive in, and then walk out the front door. How long will I need?”

      “A couple of seconds. The package on the drive isn’t large, so it should be near-instantaneous. And drumming up some credentials might be doable. Who’s the target?”

      “Telestrian Industries.”

      Zipfile jumped into the Matrix while the rest of the team, except for Rude, watched her. When she spoke, her eyes still had the distant-view quality indicating her dual presence in the Matrix as well as the room. “I can work something up for you by the morning shift. It won’t open any security for you, but it’ll get you through the front door.”

      “That’s all I need.”

      Rude was still clocking Yu with his cybereyes. “I don’t care what ya think, or how smooth ya think it’s gonna go. I’m still comin’ along and waitin’ in case ya need an alternate exit. Yer gonna get killed one of these days if I’m not watchin’ yer back.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. If we’re all in agreement about this, I suggest we use the rest of the night to get as much info as we can. We don’t have a lot of time to prep for this one, but there’s some special circumstances in play for why it needs to be done on such a short timeline.”

      The team quieted down as they went to work, finding ways to get whatever they could about the target. Emu took Rude for a scouting mission while Frostburn retreated to her room to perform her own version of scouting. Zipfile sunk deeper into her digital world, leaving Yu alone in the main room of the apartment.

      He reached out to Billy Shen to see if his Triad contact had any insight into Telestrian or connections he could take advantage of, but came up empty. He considered telling Billy about the BTL shipment, but thought it would be better and more valuable to share the info after the problem had been dealt with.

      Reaching out to a few other people he knew resulted in similar results, leaving Yu with nothing to do while he waited for others to finish their reconnaissance. He moved to his room and sat on the edge of the bed, lifting his heels and bouncing his knees. After a few seconds, he got up and paced the room from one end to the other. When that failed to provide relief, he dropped into a fighting stance and practiced shadow boxing, fighting imaginary opponents that assaulted him in his imagination. He picked up speed, the motions turning into a blur as he snapped from one position into another, lashing out at his mental adversaries and imagining them reacting to the blows. Soon his clothes stuck to his body when he moved, but it did not slow his assault.

      At one point, he flopped onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling and taking deep breaths. Sometimes this was the worst part of the job, the waiting. Sometimes it was worse than others. His hand strayed to his pocket and he removed the BTL chip, staring at it as he lifted it over his head and tumbled it across his fingers. Every scorched line was etched into his memory as much as the silicon, but he couldn’t help examining it again and again.

      Thrusting it back into his pocket, he rolled over and scrambled to the bedside table. Jerking the drawer open, he reached inside and grabbed a couple of pills rattling around, popping them into his mouth without bothering to see what they were. In the end, it didn’t matter. Only the end effect was important.

      Rolling onto his back, he stared at the ceiling once again, his breathing ragged and heavy. As he recovered from his exertions, the colored lines of light in the ceiling began to swirl, mixing and turning around before his eyes. His breathing slowed as he studied the designs that formed with the mixing of the colors. His arms splayed out to either side, he smiled as he lost himself in the hallucination. He caught the odor of lavender on the air, along with a touch of ginger. The odor made his mouth water and he licked his lips, but otherwise didn’t move from the bed.
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      His trip ended with him drifting off to sleep, despite the early hour. When he woke, he still had several hours until daylight. His clothes stuck to him and he could smell his own sweat caked onto his body. Considering he needed to be on the job soon, he set to getting himself cleaned up and presentable. It wouldn’t do to show up in a wrinkled, sweat-stained suit. His mission depended on blending in and not drawing any undue attention which might result in security forces reviewing his credentials. Whatever Zipfile could concoct would not stand up to heavy scrutiny. She was good, but no one was that good on such a short timeline. The burden of success rested largely on his shoulders.

      As he showered, Yu went over the plan in his mind, rehearsing possible scenarios to prepare for any number of ways it could go wrong. At least if it did, he was the only one at risk. He didn’t want to expose his team to the dangers of this run, especially since the main reason for accepting it was his personal vendetta. He’d used lots of pretty words to convince the team, but deep down he wouldn’t lie to himself. He promised he would never do that. And being honest, this job was about the BTL dealers.

      After getting dressed, Yu reviewed the information the team had gathered. Walking out into the main room, he saw Emu passed out on the couch with her drone pieces and tools scattered on the floor in front of her. She never stopped working on her machines.

      Nobody had found anything out of the ordinary. Telestrian Industries appeared to be much like any number of other corporations, struggling to increase their influence and bottom line in an attempt to gain greater power and a more impressive rating. To them, their workers were cogs in the machine, and most cogs looked like any other. That simple fact was why their relatively straightforward plan might work. There were lots of ways to not be seen, and sometimes the best involved walking through the front doors in plain sight.
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      By 0500, Yu was fed and ready to head over to Telestrian headquarters. While some enthusiastic wageslaves eager to prove their worth would be up at that hour, most would wait at least until the sun came up. And the larger the crowd, the easier it would be for him to blend in.

      To keep from getting too restless, he passed the time reviewing the latest basketball news. He had missed a couple of championship games, and they held his interest long enough for Emu to wake up.

      She yawned and stretched, her shoulders popping loud enough for Yu to hear them in the kitchen. “How long have you been up?” she asked.

      “A few hours. Been catching up on some games. Have any trouble last night?”

      Emu shook her head and reached up to tousle her hair with both hands. “Nope. Pretty standard internal security. Got a couple of guards on the lower level, some scanners, and lots of cameras. Didn’t see anything on the outside or pick up on any drones. As long as you don’t hit any snags on the inside, it might be as easy as you think. Worried the file might trip an alarm though. Who knows what it does?”

      Yu shrugged. “Not any different than anything else we do. Need to take chances somewhere, and the payoff’s too good to pass this one up?”

      Emu scoffed. “You call 5k good?”

      Yu sighed and slumped a bit, leaning on the breakfast bar. “There’s more than just the nuyen.”

      Emu got up and walked over, standing across from Yu and staring at this face. “What else is there?” She grinned. “You get into trouble sleeping with the wrong girl who turned out to be the Johnson’s daughter?”

      Despite the jab, Yu didn’t smile and bite back like he knew Emu expected. He frowned and turned away, rummaging in the fridge for something, even though he wasn’t hungry. When he turned back, Emu stood in the same position, the joking grin faded from her face.

      “Door’s open if you want to chat about it. In the interim, I’ll give you a lift. Rude said he’d break our legs if we left without him, and I’m never quite sure if he’s kidding or not.”

      Yu put both hands on the edge of the counter, using them to brace himself. His fingers tightened on the cool surface until they squeaked as his skin stuck while sliding. For her part, Emu stood silent and waited for him to speak. He looked up, scanning to see if any of the others entered the room, but they had the space to themselves for the moment.

      “You know that BTL chip I carry around?”

      Emu nodded.

      “It’s from someone important to me. He tripped out on it and went crazy. I…” he swallowed. “It killed him. I was there when it happened. There’s a reason I won’t touch BTLs, even with all the other stuff I do. They’re just bad.”

      He left out the part where he was the one who had had to kill Brother Lee, and that his cyberarm was a daily reminder of the incident, even more so than the burned-out chip he carried. He wasn’t ready to share those details yet. Giving them a voice would make the memories more real, and he had a job to do.

      “I found a warehouse full of next-gen BTLs, ones straight off the boat and better than anything you’d find over here. Sitting in a warehouse behind more firepower than we can deal with, otherwise I’d want to take them out myself. Ham gaa caan those pricks. They’ve got it coming, and deserve worse.”

      Yu took a deep breath before continuing. “The Johnson said he’ll take out the dealers once we do this job for him. We need to get it done before they get a chance to move their cargo.”

      Emu said nothing, but after a brief pause reached out and put one of her hands on his and gave a comforting squeeze.

      “Don’t tell the others, ’kay? Don’t want to deal with Rude’s ‘yer getting too emotional, elfy-pants’ shit.” Yu dropped his voice and puffed up his chest as he imitated the troll, making Emu grin. The impression injected some much-needed levity into the scene, and his own smile was genuine as he pushed the memories into the back of his mind where they belonged. After all, he had work to do and he needed focus.
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      It took a few hours for the others to wake up and check in. Frostburn and Zipfile both left, but Rude crashed in the safehouse for the night, and Yu knew better than to wake the troll. If he could be difficult when rested, Yu didn’t want to tempt fate by disturbing the troll’s limited sleep. The solid thump of the troll’s feet hitting the floor let him know when it was time to finish getting ready.

      Looking over his wardrobe, Yu debated how to try and pass himself off to security. In normal situations, they would have taken the time to acquire an old uniform or fabricate one. But with their limited timetable, he’d need to use what he had available. Passing himself off as a maintenance worker was too risky, given they didn’t know who serviced the Telestrian Headquarters. Such a mistake would make him recognizable as an imposter even with a passing glance.

      The limited information they had indicated the office in Seattle involved biotech research. The company itself occupied most of the building on Denny Way, with only a few small businesses occupying the ground floor, mostly in the food industry. Passing as a member of one of those companies would be easier, but
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This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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