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Opening Monologue:

At the beginning of the Common Era people with psychic and post-human abilities made up less than half of 1% of the combined world population, as the 21st century drew to a close these numbers swelled to almost 4%, this was due to several factors.

The constant wars in Africa, the Middle East and the Eurasia continent, the struggle for space between India and China, a constant fluctuation of the world’s economy and lastly amazing innovations in technology both medical and personal forced massive global political change.

Governments became more compartmentalized and segregated as they failed to address issues. Funding became issues for all Administrations and frequently they needed to turn to private investors to stave off collapses of these once world shaping powers.

With the advance of technology, fewer people were needed to work manual labor jobs, factory jobs and educational fields. These workers were replaced by robots that never needed breaks, wages or food. Only a small body of skilled employees was needed to program and maintain these work forces. These workers came to depend upon the companies who employed them for their basic needs as increasingly Governments took a back seat.

The common people, unemployed and without money began to use a new form of currency to get what they needed. Information became a premium, with corporations and their pet governments engaging in a shadow war for supremacy.  Anyone looking to survive: psychics, hackers, soldiers, even common street thugs all began participation in espionage to survive.

The Corporate Governments deny their existence and any involvement.  The colloquial term for these people shifted from spy to Esper.  The fatality rate for an Esper is high, many don’t survive more than a few years, either killed on the streets, by drugs, suicide, or simply eliminated by their own employers. In the world where Espers don’t exist there isn’t an “If” you’ll die. There is only a “When”.  This phenomenon is simply called...
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The Silver Falls Public Transport bus wheezed to a halt, its pneumatic brakes sighing like a dying man's last breath. Tsukuri watched the parade of blank faces shuffling past his seat, each a portrait of quiet desperation. The world outside the smudged windows was a watercolor of artificial light and grime, the permanent twilight of corporate dominion stretching across the Pacific Northwest town like a toxic blanket.

Rain tapped against the transport's windows, not the clean water that once defined Oregon's lush landscape but the acidic precipitation that left microscopic scars on unprotected skin. The passengers moved with the careful shuffle of prey animals, eyes down, shoulders hunched, instinctively minimizing their profiles against predators they couldn't see but knew existed. Corporate wage slaves returning from night shifts, their faces hollow with the knowledge that tomorrow would bring more of the same. He cataloged each of them automatically, an old habit that had saved his life more times than he could count.

The Esper rose with a measured grace that showed his position in the pecking order, navigating the narrow aisle with ease. His expensive tangzhuang style coat hung from his frame, loose and stylish, concealing both his lean physique and the tools of his profession. Three weapons, a data spike, and enough micro explosives to make a hasty escape should he need it, all carefully hidden so as to not tip one off to how heavily armed he traveled. The coat itself was a masterpiece and a glance by any one of the corp. dregs would have realized it cost them years of salary. A long coat disguising reinforced panels that could stop most small caliber rounds. It wasn't cutting edge protection, but sufficient for most minor engagements.

As the doors hissed open, he stepped onto the cracked pavement, assessing the building before him with professional detachment. The structure rose like a concrete tumor from the surrounding urban decay, its front a patchwork of reinforced concrete and less ideal materials. Security cameras concealed in architectural elements tracked movement across the threshold, their lenses glinting occasionally in the sickly glow of the day. Silver Falls had once been a picturesque mountain town, but the corporate colonization of the Pacific Northwest had transformed it into yet another sprawling urban center, its natural beauty buried beneath layers of industrial expansion.

The cost of maintaining this lifestyle was becoming untenable. The clothing was expensive and the fact this wasn't his normal stomping ground meant that having to maintain safe houses here and ferry from Los Angeles for the occasional Fade wasn't worth it. Yet VANGUARD wasn't looking out in the sticks for him.

With more and more psychics looking to flex their mental might and score a good deal for themselves, it just makes it harder for us who bleed for our skills to get by. I've got to retire soon; this isn't the burning world shit heap I grew up in. Perhaps after this mission, I'll try something with a bit more... refinement. A persona that can at least appreciate decent alcohol.

His posture shifted subtly, both of his hands moving to rest lightly by his hips, about a hand’s breadth from touching them, sleeves partially covering his hands. He'd already donned a pair of thick reflective sunglasses, designed to have most of the modification you could get in a good cybereye. His smile sharpened into a practiced smirk. He'd spent hours working on putting just enough superiority into the look to characterize a man like Tsukuri. It was, after all, all about the preparation to make a deep cover come alive.

The rain intensified, droplets hissing as they struck the heated pavement. The chemical composition varied by district you lived in, with poorer areas receiving less atmospheric scrubbing. Here in the outskirts of Silver Falls, the precipitation carried enough toxins to leave small burns on exposed skin. Tsukuri quickened his pace, moving beneath the protection of the building's concrete overhang.

The establishment's entrance was guarded by a mountain of artificially enhanced muscle, the bouncer's augmented arm gleaming under the buzzing neon. The chrome prosthetic reflected light as the massive man shifted his weight, mechanical servos whirring softly. The augmentation wasn't top shelf; he could tell that by the protesting it did. The slightly delayed response when the bouncer flexed his fingers indicated at least two generations behind current market offerings, but what it lacked in sophistication, it compensated for in brute functionality. The limb could crush bones without a second thought.

Tsukuri noted the slight asymmetry in the man's stance, the telltale sign of someone compensating for the weight distribution of concealed weaponry. Left side, likely a shortened shotgun or similar crowd control device. Subdermal armor across the vital organs, probably Meridian Omnimedia's mid-tier line, based on the slight rigidity in the torso movements. Good enough to stop standard ammunition, useless against armor-piercing rounds or directed energy weapons. If he had earned more, he would have opted for one of the other corps that specialized with security and not dabblers.

"No PSI-nanigans, no weapons," the bouncer grunted, his words sounding forced, as if speaking wasn't a common occurrence for him. His eyes scoured Tsukuri, cataloging him for potential threat level. He grunted, seeming to find it minimal enough to not frisk him. A miscalculation that had cost many like him their lives.

He raised his arms with theatrical compliance, mentally testing the Tsukuri persona against his natural inclinations. His words emerged with a trace of his natural precise diction before he caught himself, forcing a more casual demeanor. "Just here to meet a friend, Scout's honor," he offered, consciously roughening his pronunciation. The crude artificiality felt like wearing ill-fitting clothes, but the role demanded it. He suppressed the urge to correct his own grammar.

The bouncer ran a scanner over Tsukuri’s frame, the device humming as it searched for metallic signatures. He’d prepared for this standard security measure. All his tools were ceramic, carbon fiber, or polymer composites. The only metal on his person was a deliberately placed steel belt buckle designed to trigger the scanner and provide a plausible target for security attention. The man grunted in satisfaction at finding exactly what he expected.

The scanner chimed its approval, and the bouncer stepped aside, revealing the establishment's interior. The transition from external squalor to internal opulence was jarring by design. Tsukuri recognized the psychological manipulation. The contrast created a sense of sanctuary, a privileged space that made patrons more willing to part with their credits. The soft lighting, genuine wooden furnishings, and actual human waitstaff rather than service drones all signaled that this was a place for those who could afford to pretend the world outside didn't exist.

The bouncer's eyes lingered on him for an extra beat, professional caution warring with the evidence provided by his scanner. He maintained his bravado. Every asshole had flash. But he liked to think he had style.

Daring all eyes to be drawn to his expensive cut clothing, his stylish facial hair and the designer glasses that would reflect those he talked to. He screamed as if he needed attention, craved the recognition of others.

The bouncer responded with nothing but an angry snort, massive hands patting him down with professional thoroughness. Finding nothing to object to, he stepped aside, allowing the peacock to enter the establishment. "Careful, my man," Tsukuri spoke. "Pats like that require dinner first."

"Piss off," the bouncer snorted, practically shoving him away.

Tsukuri smirked internally, he could work with disgust as well, he supposed.

Inside, the restaurant presented a curious tableau of desperation dressed as commerce. Patrons hunched over actual food, a rarity in this age of synthetic supplements and nutritional efficiency. He scanned the room with practiced casualness, cataloging exits and potential threats without appearing to do so.

Two armed security personnel disguised as waitstaff, their movements too precise, their attention too evenly distributed across the room. Three cameras were visible, undoubtedly more concealed within the ornate light fixtures. A private security system, not connected to municipal networks, professional but likely operating without proper permits. The soft music piped through concealed speakers contained subtle harmonic patterns designed to discourage conversation from carrying too far, white noise disguised as entertainment.

Tsukuri took a moment to let those who wanted to admire him, compare themselves to him. He'd used various runner names and disguises throughout his career, but not one had ever felt fully comfortable. His true identity, whatever that might once have been, remained buried beneath layers of operational necessity and accumulated trauma. Over the years, he'd constructed an elaborate mental architecture of personas as needed.

No Syn-caps or repo-paste for these assholes. They may provide all the nutrition you could use in one bite, but it doesn't fill your belly. It leaves you hungry, desperate. It's an easy way for the Bosses to snatch up desperate folks. Folks too stupid to know they're going to be regretting whatever is left of their life.

Tsukuri assessed each table's occupants through his peripheral vision. Corporate middle management types unwinding after shifts, their artificial laughter revealing the strain of maintaining standing in ruthlessly competitive hierarchies. A trio of street-level fixers conducting business with deliberate casualness, their cybernetic enhancements concealed beneath expensive clothing. A lone woman whose stillness marked her as either extremely dangerous or extremely frightened, her hands never leaving the table's surface, a professional courtesy among those who carried concealed weapons.

A man in a corporate cut suit signaled from a corner booth, his smile as fabricated as the synthetic leather of his shoes. "My dear Tsukuri," he called, the name sliding from his lips like oil on water. The corporate attire was Genesis Dynamics standard issue, tailored to suggest authority without ostentation. The suit itself contained subtle reinforcement, standard executive protection that would stop slashing weapons and low-velocity projectiles. Long enough to protect him until his security detail got there. His manicured hands bore the calluses of someone who trained regularly with firearms, despite the carefully cultivated appearance of an administrator.

The booth he occupied provided optimal sightlines to both the entrance and the kitchen doors, while placing his back to a solid wall. Another professional choosing the tactically advantageous position by habit rather than conscious thought. Tsukuri recognized the type immediately: a Standard, the industry term for middlemen who arranged contracts between corporate interests and freelance specialists like himself. Not the decision makers, but the facilitators who ensured corporate hands remained officially clean. And one who had probably fought his way up from the Fades to be a middle man. Dangerous.

The Standard's presence in Silver Falls was notable in itself. Most Oregon towns rarely attracted corporate attention beyond the resource extraction companies that had stripped the surrounding forests decades ago. For Genesis Dynamics to send a representative suggested interests beyond the typical corporate concerns of the region.

He approached with measured steps, extending his hand with exaggerated formality. For a moment, he’d allowed his natural inclination to surface, the hand splayed wide in greeting. He stopped short, seeming to realize this and then bowed slightly. "Thank you for meeting me, Sir," he said. The corporate man's brow furrowed slightly at the incongruity between Tsukuri’s bow and hand shake. "Not all Standards prefer to be within hand range," he said, precise and professionally apologetic.

"Ah," the man said. He gestured to the table. "Please sit." He offered his hand to the Esper. Who took it cautiously. The Standard's handshake was firm enough to suggest confidence, not so firm as to issue a challenge. His cologne was expensive but applied sparingly, choice to signal status without ostentation. His eyes performed a rapid assessment of the man, looking for the weapons that his security team had undoubtedly assured him were not present. "I've been looking forward to meeting the man behind the reputation."

Tsukuri slid into the booth, maintaining subtle mannerisms. He projected flamboyant confidence, the theatrical gestures, the practiced way he scanned the room as if appraising merchandise, the way he took up more space than necessary as he settled into his seat. Each detail carefully choreographed to suggest a man who lived to be noticed and admired.

"Reputation?" Tsukuri said with a theatrical wave of his hand, sunglasses flashing under the overhead lights. "Mr. Standard, I don't simply have a reputation, I have a brand." He adjusted his tangzhuang coat with a flourish that drew attention to its expensive fabric. "Though I find your Genesis Dynamics cut rather... pedestrian. Perhaps I could recommend my tailor?" He gave a predatory grin. “It’s only the chicest of fashion.”

The Standard smiled, a practiced expression that didn’t reach his eyes. Just another day with another bullshitter for Mr. Standard. "Indeed. Which is why I prefer to deal in results rather than... fashion advice. Your handler speaks very highly of your... efficiency."

Tsukuri noted the careful word choice. Not "your previous clients" but "your handler". The Standard was establishing a hierarchy, positioning himself above whatever street level operators typically employed Tsukuri. It was a deliberate power play, establishing the corporate man as someone who normally contracted better, quality assets.

"What can I say? Jensen knows quality when he sees it," Tsukuri replied with a smirk, deliberately using his contact's name, a minor breach of shadow etiquette that reinforced Tsukuri's supposed lack of professionalism while simultaneously informing the Standard that he was aware of exactly how this connection had been made. He ran a finger along the edge of the table, examining it for dust before placing his hands palm-down on the surface, A gesture calculated to display his expensive neo-jade rings and the custom watch that cost more than most people's vehicles.

The corporate man's expression flickered momentarily, recalculating his approach. "Mr. Jensen has a talent for matching resources to opportunities," he said smoothly. "And I have a particular opportunity that requires your specific skill set."

Tsukuri grinned full of bravado, but allowed his eyes to sharpen slightly behind his reflective glasses. "I'm listening," he said.

The Standard leaned forward, lowering his voice though Tsukuri suspected the white noise generators concealed in the booth's design already ensured their conversation remained private. "What do you know about The Centers for Advancing Artificial Logistic Machines?"

Before he could answer a waiter appeared almost out of nowhere. Freshly pressed linens and spit polished shoes. 

"Would you care for some food, Mister?" the waiter asked. He glanced to the Standard as the man held up his hand, a slight shake of his head indicating he didn’t need or want anything.

He considered the invite. As the Standard hadn’t waved him off completely this was probably a test. Accepting would extend their meeting time, increasing exposure risk. Declining might suggest urgency or discomfort. Food itself presented minimal security concerns in this establishment, the Standards weren't known for crude poisoning attempts, preferring more sophisticated methods when elimination became necessary.

"Well, if it's on the company card..." Tsukuri said with extravagant enthusiasm, snapping his fingers. "I'll have the wagyu, pink, chief, with the truffle accompaniment and a fresh salad with all trimmings. And your most expensive champagne. Not the second most expensive, that's for tourists. The most expensive. A man in your position understands quality, yes?"

The order itself was perfect for Tsukuri's established persona. The extravagance would establish a baseline of entitlement and self-indulgence that would make his eventual acceptance of the mission seem driven by greed or thrill-seeking rather than professional calculation. But the wagyu pink and the fresh salad would prove the harder to get. How many places still catered in those sort of luxuries? Synthetic was slipping into everything now.

The waiter's eyes widened slightly before he composed himself. "But of course, sir, right away," he responded, retreating with practiced efficiency.

The Standard's expression remained neutral, but Tsukuri detected the subtle reassessment occurring behind his eyes. The reaction was exactly what he expected, establishing him as a skilled but unprofessional peacock, someone whose vanity might make him manipulable.

"CAALM," Tsukuri said, returning to the earlier question with a dramatic sigh, as if business talk bored him. "Cutting-edge drone systems, service robots, and oh, those delicious rumors about military applications and recycling research." He leaned forward, voice dropping to a stage whisper. "Their CTO had the most tacky penthouse in Singapore until that unfortunate scandal. Honestly, the man had no taste, all that money and chrome finishes everywhere. So passé. Oh yes, Automatrix sees them as competitors. Probably because they both call Old Detroit home."

The corporate man laughed, the sound as hollow as his promises. "Well, you certainly move in informed circles. Planning on being a while?" His eyes flicked over Tsukuri with renewed interest, noting the contradiction between the superficial persona and the surprisingly thorough intelligence.

"Information is the most fashionable accessory, Friend," Tsukuri replied, making a show of adjusting his reflective glasses. "Goes with absolutely everything." He gestured expansively. "Besides, fewer interruptions when the waiter thinks he's serving genuine wagyu to someone who can tell the difference."

"Very true." The Standard studied him with new appreciation. "I see Mr. Jensen didn't exaggerate your... thoroughness."

The waiter returned with an expensive bottle of champagne, placing it before them with a slight bow that acknowledged the status the quality order had created. Tsukuri lifted the glass with a theatrical flourish, swirling the liquid and examining it with connoisseurship before taking a measured sip. The champagne was acceptable quality for public consumption, though far from the excellence his detailed order had implied he expected. He allowed a slight moue of disappointment to cross his features, a deliberate tell that confirmed his supposed shallowness, further establishing the vain persona he'd crafted.

"CAALM has developed something of significant value to my employer," the Standard continued once the waiter had departed. "Something that was never meant to leave their research division."

"Industrial espionage," Tsukuri observed with a dramatic eye roll and the bored motion to go with it.

"Intellectual property recovery," the Standard corrected with practiced smoothness. "The researcher in question was formerly employed by my organization. The work rightfully belongs to us."

He didn't bother pointing out the obvious lie. Corporations didn't hire Espers for legitimate property recovery, they had legal departments and courts for such matters. This was theft, plain and simple, dressed in corporate euphemisms that fooled no one but allowed plausible deniability should the operation fail.

"Very true."

The corporate man extracted an eReader from his jacket pocket, offering it across the table with the practiced motion of someone accustomed to delegating danger. "Standard scoop mission, Mr. Tsukuri. You have full discretion. The mission details are on this eFile. It will ghost in one hour."

Tsukuri accepted the device with an exaggerated sigh, as if being handed work was terribly inconvenient. "Full discretion?" he asked, one perfectly shaped eyebrow arching above his reflective glasses. "Sir, that's the only thing I get out of bed for."

His eyes scanned the screen, noting the CAALM logo. The waiter returned with his meal, placing it on the table with a flourish that showed off theatrical practice.

C.A.A.L.M., the biggest hitter in Robotics, and to him, this is a standard scoop mission. He's either overestimating my abilities or, worse, severely underestimating The Centers for Advancing Artificial Logistic Machines. I could still walk away and find another half dozen jobs to retire on. It’d probably be easier to just walk.

"I see you've pulled together a team for this already," Tsukuri observed, his tone giving nothing away. "The specs on these guys are top notch. Almost as good as my haircut."

The corporate man leaned forward, the gesture calculated to create false intimacy. "Do we have a deal?"

Tsukuri laughed, the sound rich with implied understanding as he shook the man's hand with unnecessary vigor. "For these rates? Boss, I'd wear last season's coat."

Eh, what the fuck? Who wants to live forever anyway?
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[image: ]


"FUCK! FUCK FUCK! They shot Giz!"

The Scholar's panic echoed down the sterile corridor, nearly drowned out by the staccato rhythm of heavy weapons fire. Tsukuri pressed his back against the wall, assessing their tactical situation with cold operating logic. Things had gone from pear-shaped to nuclear in the space of two minutes.

"No shit," he replied, not bothering to look at the Psi who’d started this entire problem.

Skeetz fired blindly around the corner, his desperation evident in every wasted bullet. "Yeah, well, they're gonna shoot us next if we don't get outta here!"

"What about the mission?" Tex called from further down the hallway, his voice carrying more concern for the objective than for their wounded colleague. There was a professional psychopath right there. A man after his own heart.

He felt a familiar calm settling over him, the strange clarity that came before violence. It wasn't excitement or anticipation, but something colder, more mechanical, the operational mindset of a professional killer.

There was bound to be trouble with CAALM. I know this job was a mistake, but how you survive those mistakes depends on your preparation. And I’m nothing if not dedicated to preparation.

With fluid precision, Tsukuri launched himself across the exposed section of hallway, a grenade already leaving his hand as he moved. The Big Boom™ sailed through the air with deadly grace, its trajectory perfect despite the chaos surrounding its deployment. He hated to use the name brand stuff but sometimes you just needed to leave a calling card.

Instantly shifting back into character, Tsukuri called out with dramatic flair, "Gents, this was supposed to be a simple smash and grab! Now my coat is getting wrinkled in all this... unpleasantness!" Despite the frivolous complaint, his command tone cut through the chaos. "Move your assets, people! This party's over!"

The team scrambled into motion, their Heavy, a troll weapons master, hoisted the wounded Giz over his shoulder while his assault rifle tore chunks from the wall, Scholar bringing up the rear, his hands tracing patterns in the air as he prepared another telekinetic shield. He took point, tapping the side of tactical sunglasses with familiar use. It was time for something a little better than passive sensors.

But even taking every precaution to encode pass keys, security details, and learn building layout doesn't help when one of your guys is allergic to fucking dust and stumbles into a panic alarm.

He peered around the corner with caution, the glasses enhanced vision detecting the nearly invisible threat before them. Thin wires crisscrossed the chamber ahead, their data signatures pulsing with deadly promise. Miracle Wire, 'Slittin' shit in style since 2105™'.

"They've put up wire," he informed the team. "We've got to go back before they spring the rest of the security measures."

His warning came too late. A machine gun emerged from the floor with mechanical speed and ruthless efficiency, its barrel already beginning to rotate as it looked for soft fleshy bodies to turn into corpses.

"A pop-up machine gun? How pedestrian!" he exclaimed with theatrical disdain. "Security budget must have been slashed this quarter. I feel positively insulted."

Scholar's hands moved in complex patterns, telekinetic energy forming a barrier as the weapon unleashed its deadly barrage. Bullets flattened against the invisible shield, falling to the floor like metallic rain.

TKs are about the most useful of the Psis to have on a mission; there's little they can't do if they set their mind to it. But for my money it’s the ones that call the familiars and spirits. Those guys can do so many things.

Tsukuri found himself sprawled in the corridor, blood trickling from a cut across his nose where one of the wires had caught him. The shouts of security personnel grew louder, their footsteps thundering toward their position.

Internal security has popped online; we've only got minutes before our fake eBadges get cracked. We didn't have time to insert our Bio-Metrics into the system, make the computer think we worked here, stuff like that takes days of hacking at best. The Standard only gave us 48 hours.

Giz hunched over his portable terminal, his fingers dancing across the interface despite the blood seeping from his stomach wound. Heavy maintained position at the corridor junction, his massive gun pointed down the hallway. Skeetz lay motionless in the center of the floor, a pool of crimson spreading beneath him. Scholar was nowhere to be seen.

Should have known it was going to suck; Scholar said he hated enclosed spaces like vans. In this day and age, who in the bloody hell hates vans? What, you prefer Acid Smog and Nuclear rain?

The lights died suddenly, plunging them into darkness. Giz's face glowed in the blue light of the terminal screen, the neural interface plug at his temple pulsing with faint blue data streams.

Tsukuri sighed dramatically, his voice cutting through the darkness. "Please tell me you cut the power to the building, Giz," he said with theatrical exasperation. The urge to grab Giz’s console and try to figure out how to hack was about as high as the tension coiling in his muscles. "This lighting ruins my intimidation factor."

Giz looked up, his expression sheepish in the electronic glow. “T-they changed the protocol. On the fly!”

"Marvelous," Tsukuri drawled, the single word dripping with sarcasm. "Why exactly does our Standard hate me? Are you a hacker who can't hack or a comedian who isn't funny?"

They moved through the darkened corridors, guided only by the blue glow of Giz's portable deck, its screen now displaying nothing but a classic error message, the infamous blue screen of digital death. Heavy eventually set Giz down, the exertion of carrying their wounded hacker beginning to tell.

The grenade landed with sick precision, detonating on impact. When the smoke cleared, Giz lay motionless, and Heavy was slumped against the wall, his lower limbs obliterated by the blast.

"This is simply fantastic," Tsukuri observed with vicious sarcasm, flicking an imaginary speck of dust from his shoulder with theatrical precision. "My tailor is going to be livid about these rips, and now we're down the weapons guy."

Scholar peered out the nearest window, his expression calculating. "I have an idea."

Tsukuri lobbed another grenade down the hallway, creating temporary cover with the resulting explosion. "Move it!" he commanded, forgetting his role as he practiced living over dying.

Scholar began chanting, telekinetic energy lifting Heavy’s massive form into the air. Tsukuri scanned their diminished group.

"Wait..." Tsukuri said, theatrical panic seeping into his voice as he spun in a circle, "where's our corn-fed friend? Where's Tex?"

The answer came in the form of Tex himself, stepping into the room with his weapon trained directly at Tsukuri’s chest. "I get paid big money ta make sure dorks like you don' steal our crap," he drawled, his accent thick with what he must have assumed was authenticity.

“Really?” Tsukuri turned to face the betrayer, his expression revealing nothing of the calculations racing through his mind. He’d heard of corporations putting Espers onto the payroll to scrub teams but he’d always thought that was just the talk of Espers who hadn’t the skills to cut it. Guess not all chatter in the shadow was made up.

Preparations are the key to surviving any encounter. Planning and preparations mean all the difference in your life. You can always buy a new arm; you can't buy a new life.

Tsukuri's demeanor shifted instantly, becoming more flamboyant than ever, a deliberate overcompensation to distract from his actual intentions. "Is that so, farm boy?" he replied, his tone conveying theatrical disappointment rather than the deadly intent behind his words. "And here I thought we had a profitable arrangement."

Scholar continued his telekinetic work, floating toward the window as Tex noticed the movement and fired. The TK dropped, his concentration shattered by the bullet's impact. Blood starting to flow freely from the new hole.

“Ah, fuck it,” Tsukuri muttered. He produced a small black device from his coat with the understated motion of a stage magician revealing a card. “I see a red door and I want it painted black," he sang softly, his voice dropping the Tsukuri affectation entirely as his thumb hovered over the button. "No colors anymore..."

Tex's expression shifted as his backpack began emitting an ominous beep. "You rigged the backpacks?"

“I want them to turn black,” he finished. His tone as cold as a tomb. "Not all of them." The Esper said with cold inflection. "Just the ones worn by people I didn't trust. Call it a... fashion statement. Make sure you talk to your tailor for next season."

Guards burst into the room just as the explosion turned Tex and the other members of his team into a red mist, the concussive force shattering windows and creating momentary chaos. Smith seized the opportunity, launching himself through the broken window without hesitation.

In times like these, you've got to aim for the bushes and pray you only break every bone in your body.

Smith limped away having managed to make it down and into a sewer, “That’s it,” he muttered. “I’m done with showboating.” He hadn’t really liked the flamboyance of the Tsukuri persona. What had he been thinking? Probably just the furthest personality from his own. "Jensen, it's too hot. I've got to get out," he said into his comm unit.

"You need to vanish? Consider it done, man, but it'll be a big favor," Jensen's voice crackled through the connection.

"Since we're swapping favors, swing by the safe house and look after my cat," Smith replied, his voice betraying none of the pain from his injuries.

“You don’t have a cat,” Jensen came back.

"Just meet up at The Spot."
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​Sore Loser
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Part One: Victory Lap

The server was called Neon Abyss, and for six hours it had been a warzone.

Three hundred and forty-two players had entered the annual hide-and-seek championship, one of those massive cross-server events that drew competitors from every time zone and skill level. The rules were deceptively simple: one seeker, everyone else hiding, last one found wins the pot. Twenty thousand credits split between first, second, and third place, real money for what amounted to a children's game scaled up to professional levels on a digital battlefield. The tournament ran in rounds, each with a different themed environment. The first had been a cyberpunk cityscape, all neon and rain-slicked streets. The second was a post-apocalyptic wasteland. The third and final round was a fantasy setting, rolling green hills and ancient forests rendered in loving detail, the kind of environment that rewarded patience and punished the impatient. The first had weeded out most of the players, the second removed more. By round three, only forty-nine players remained to hide from a single seeker.

DarthNullX had been seeker for the final round, and he'd been magnificent.

He'd hunted them down one by one, his custom tracking algorithms cutting through their cloaking protocols like a hot knife through butter. Forty-eight players found in under an hour, a record that would stand for months, maybe years. The spectator chat had exploded with accusations of cheating, jealous competitors who couldn't accept that someone had simply outworked them, but his code was clean. Better than clean. He'd spent six months refining those algorithms, testing them against every countermeasure he could find, building something that was genuinely his. Not bought, not borrowed, not stolen from some grey-market forum. His own work, his own genius, finally paying off.

Now there was one player left.

[ANALOG] the tag floated somewhere in the server's lower levels, a ghost that had evaded every scan, every probe, every trick in his considerable arsenal. She'd been quiet for the last twenty minutes, which was unusual. Most players cracked under the pressure of being the last one standing, made desperate moves that gave away their position. Not this one. No taunts in the chat. No movement he could detect. Just... waiting. Patience that bordered on inhuman.

Todd leaned back in his Seattle apartment, cracking his knuckles with the satisfying pop of joints that had been locked in the same position for too long. The neural interface hummed against his temples, consumer grade, nothing fancy, the kind of rig a data entry clerk could afford on a budget that didn't include luxuries like real food or entertainment subscriptions. But it was enough to make the virtual feel real, to let him lose himself in worlds that were better than the cramped two-bedroom he shared with his mother, better than the grey cubicle where he spent sixty hours a week processing shipping manifests for a Stellar Logistics subsidiary. His mother was asleep in the next room, had been for hours. His shift started in six hours. None of that mattered right now.

Right now, he was hunting.

"Come out, come out," he muttered, fingers dancing across haptic keys that existed only in his mind. The interface translated his intentions into commands faster than physical typing ever could, another scan sweeping across sector five, a probe pinging the boundaries of sector six, algorithms churning through terabytes of positional data looking for the telltale signatures of a hidden player. Another ping. Another empty return. Where was she?

There. Gotcha.

A flicker in sector seven. Barely a blip, less than a microsecond of exposure before the signal vanished again. But it was enough. She'd made a mistake, maybe shifted position, maybe her cloaking protocol had hiccupped, maybe she'd just gotten unlucky. It didn't matter. That single flicker was all his tracking algorithms needed.

He was on her in seconds, his seeker protocols locking onto the signal like a smart missile finding heat. The virtual environment blurred around him as he dove through data streams, following the trail she'd tried so hard to hide. Trees whipped past in streaks of green and brown, the fantasy landscape reduced to abstract shapes as he pushed his rig to its limits. His heart was pounding, actually pounding, his meat body responding to the thrill of the hunt even though none of this was real.

And then he found her.

Analog's avatar stood at the edge of a digital cliff overlooking the server's core, a custom figure, an elven warrior with a bow held loosely in one hand, a quiver on her shoulder that flashed with intricate patterns he didn't recognize. Some kind of cosmetic effect, probably. She wasn't running. Wasn't hiding anymore. She was just standing there at the precipice, looking out over the rendered vista like she had all the time in the world.

She was waiting for him.

"Got you," Todd said, his voice echoing through the virtual space with the confidence of someone who had already won.

Her avatar turned. He'd expected a custom-crafted face of breathtaking beauty, the kind of digital sculpture that spoke to thousands of credits dumped into cosmetic upgrades, the kind of vanity project that serious gamers used to intimidate their opponents before a match even started. Instead, it was a plain generic face. Option 1 on the elven character creation screen, the default that new players used before they'd earned enough to customize. Why invest in a custom figure if you were going to pair it with a standard face? The incongruity nagged at him, a detail that didn't fit the pattern he'd constructed.

A dialogue box popped up over her head, white text on a dark background, the most basic form of in-game communication.

TOOK U LONG ENOUGH

"Doesn't matter how long it took. I found you." He frowned at the dialogue box, genuinely confused. She was using text? In this day and age? Most rigs connected directly to the user's neural interface, rendering speech in real-time with perfect clarity. Using dialogue boxes was like showing up to a gunfight with a slingshot, technically functional, but so outdated it was almost insulting. Was the rig this user had slapped together even less powerful than his? Just something cobbled from spare parts that didn't have the processing power to render voice?

DID U THO

Before he could parse the message, before he could formulate a response, she moved. Not away from him, toward the objective marker he hadn't even noticed, a glowing finish line that had materialized at the cliff's edge while he'd been so focused on tracking her down. His tracking algorithms screamed warnings, red text flooding his peripheral vision, but it was too late. She crossed the line in a couple quick strides, her avatar blazing with victory notifications that painted the sky in gold and silver.

FIRST PLACE: [ANALOG] SECOND PLACE: [DarthNullX] THIRD PLACE: [THAT N00B]

Wait. Wait. That wasn't, she was supposed to be hiding! The rules said stay hidden until a certain time and then the safe area would spawn. You won by not being found, by outlasting the seeker, by being the last player standing when the clock ran out. How had she known where the safe spot would be? How had she positioned herself so perfectly that she could reach it before him? She had to have cheated. Had to have hacked the server to find the spawn point, then just run out the clock while he exhausted himself hunting shadows.

HIDE AND SEEK BABY

The dialogue box was almost maddening in its slow output, each letter appearing with deliberate patience that felt like mockery. A good rig could connect to a user's brain and output responses in picoseconds if it was attuned properly. This felt like watching someone type with one finger.

NEVER SAID I HAD 2 STAY HIDDEN

The spectator chat erupted. Thousands of viewers who'd been watching the stream lost their collective minds, a wall of text scrolling so fast it became an unreadable blur of excitement, outrage, and laughing emojis. Todd's face burned behind his neural interface as the full weight of what had happened settled over him like a shroud. She hadn't been hiding. She'd been waiting, letting him get close, letting him think he'd won, letting him exhaust his algorithms and his focus on the hunt while she positioned herself for the actual victory condition.

He'd been so focused on finding her that he'd forgotten there was an objective beyond the finding.

L8R LOSER

And then, then, her avatar did something that would haunt his dreams for weeks. She turned to face him directly, planted her feet in a wide stance, and performed the most exaggerated, theatrical crotch-chop gesture the animation system would allow. Hands crossed at the wrists, thrust downward between her legs, the universal symbol for suck it rendered in loving digital detail. The animation seemed to hold forever, but it was really only long enough for every spectator to capture it, long enough for it to be immortalized in a thousand clips that would circulate through gaming forums for months.

The chat went nuclear.

She crossed the finish line again, unnecessary, redundant, but clearly for style points, and turned back to give him a little wave. Just the fingers, wiggling. Bye bye. It was the digital equivalent of teabagging a downed opponent, adding insult to injury with the casual cruelty of someone who knew exactly how much it would sting.

ANALOG HAS DISCONNECTED

Todd sat in his apartment, neural interface still humming against his temples, staring at the empty space where she'd been. Second place. Second place. After six hours of perfect hunting, after forty-eight clean finds, after proving he was better than three hundred and forty other players, to walk away with second place because he'd been outsmarted by someone using a rig that couldn't even render voice chat.

The prize money notification appeared in his peripheral vision, a cheerful little popup that felt like salt in an open wound. Eight thousand credits. Not bad for a night's work, objectively speaking. More than a month's salary at his data entry job. Enough to cover rent, maybe upgrade his interface, maybe even treat himself to something that wasn't the usual for once.

It wasn't enough. It would never be enough. Not after that.

It took him only a couple of days to find her.

The thing about being good at tracking in virtual space was that the skills translated to the real world, or at least to the parts of the real world that existed as data. Analog had covered her tracks well, layers upon layers of proxy servers and spoofed identifiers, the kind of operational security that spoke to professional paranoia or genuine criminal experience. But she'd made a mistake. Everyone made mistakes, and Todd had spent two sleepless nights combing through every byte of data from their encounter, looking for the one thread he could pull.

Her avatar's data-stream backpack had pulsed with a specific frequency during their confrontation, a proprietary signature, custom work that wasn't available in any public marketplace. The kind of code that left traces if you knew where to look, fingerprints in the digital ether that pointed back to their source like breadcrumbs in a fairy tale.

Todd knew where to look.

He worked through the nights, burning what little sick days he had accumulated at his data entry job, subsisting on synthetic paste and energy drinks that left his hands shaking and his thoughts razor-sharp. His mother asked if he was okay, hovering in the doorway of his room with that worried expression she'd worn since his father left. He said he was fine. He wasn't fine. He was focused. There was a difference.

The trail led through back-channel forums and grey-market data brokers, the kind of digital spaces that didn't show up in any legit search engine, that required knowing someone who knew someone who might be willing to make an introduction. It cost him two thousand credits, a quarter of his winnings, just to get the right access. Another five hundred for the final piece, a data packet that arrived in his inbox in the wee morning hours wrapped in enough encryption to make a corporate security team weep.

When the file downloaded, when the information resolved into something he could actually read, he almost didn't believe it.

A name. An address. A city.

Los Angeles.

She was in Los Angeles. The sprawl. A city that existed in the feeds as a constant stream of violence and corporate warfare, more warzone than metropolis. Todd had never been south of Portland. Like most people these days, he didn’t travel outside their cities unless they had to.

He stared at the address for a long time, the glow of his monitor painting his face in pale blue light.

This is insane, the rational part of his brain whispered. She's probably some basement dweller. Some shut-in who got lucky with a server glitch. What are you going to do, knock on her door and demand a rematch?

But that wasn't what this was about anymore. It hadn't been about the game since the moment she'd done that gesture. That wave. That dismissal. She'd looked at him, looked at six months of work, at the best tracking algorithms on the server, at Todd Pemberton, and she'd laughed. She'd treated him like a joke.

Nobody dismissed Todd Pemberton.

He opened a new browser window and started looking at transport options to LA.

The gun cost him eighteen hundred credits.

It was beautiful, chrome-plated, sleek, the kind of weapon that looked like it belonged in a sim rather than reality. The vendor promised it was untraceable, pre-loaded with armor-piercing rounds, with a SMART system that would interface with his gaming rig. In theory, the gun would sync with his rig, provide targeting assistance, make him dangerous even without formal training.

In practice, he didn't have targeting software. Didn't have reflex enhancers. Didn't have any of the augmentations that turned a weapon like this from an expensive prop into an actual threat. The SMART system would sync with his interface and find nothing useful on the other end, no combat protocols, no enhanced reflexes, no muscle memory burned into his nervous system by corporate training programs. Just a twenty-three-year-old data entry clerk who had never fired a gun in his life.

Not yet, anyway.

He practiced the draw in his bathroom mirror, watching himself pull the weapon from his jacket with what he hoped was a threatening flourish. The chrome caught the fluorescent light and threw it back in scattered reflections. He looked dangerous, he decided. He looked like someone you didn't fuck with, like the protagonists in the action sims he'd grown up watching, all hard edges and quiet menace. The fact that his hand trembled slightly, that the gun felt awkward and heavy in his grip, that he had no idea how to actually use the thing, those were details. Minor obstacles. He'd figure it out.

The transport left Seattle at 6 AM, early enough that his mother was still asleep when he slipped out of the apartment with his single bag. He'd told her he was going on a work trip, some training seminar in Portland, nothing to worry about. She'd believed him because she wanted to believe him, because the alternative was admitting that her son was spinning out of control over a video game. He'd packed light, the gun, some clothes, his neural interface, enough nutrient paste to last a week. The ticket was one-way. He'd figure out the return once he'd made his point.

Whatever that point was.

The train hummed beneath him as the Seattle skyline faded into the distance, those familiar towers and elevated walkways giving way to the grey-green blur of the agricultural zones that fed the megacity. Automated farms stretched to the horizon, tended by drones and the occasional human supervisor, a patchwork of engineered crops that kept millions of people alive on synthetic proteins and vitamin-enriched paste. Todd pulled up the address again, studying the map overlay with the obsessive focus of someone who had memorized every street, every landmark, every possible approach route. The Sprawl. If his research was correct, she was in the middle of that concrete jungle, somewhere in the old downtown district that had survived the quake through luck or stubbornness.

I’m an idiot...

But he'd already bought the ticket. Already bought the gun. Already come this far. The sunk cost fallacy was a hell of a drug, and Todd was thoroughly addicted.

She made you look like a fool in front of thousands of people. She needs to understand that has consequences.

Todd settled back in his seat, watched the world scroll by outside the window, and tried not to think about what he was actually going to do when he got there.

Part Two: The Long Way Down

The first sign that something was wrong came somewhere around what had once been Sacramento.

The train had stopped for a security check, routine, the automated announcements claimed, nothing to worry about. Just standard procedure for cross-zone transport, please remain in your seats, we apologize for any inconvenience. But through the windows, Todd could see the checkpoints that gave the lie to those reassurances. Armed guards in corporate livery, their armor gleaming with the logos of different security contractors. Drones buzzing overhead like mechanical wasps, their sensor pods swiveling to track every passenger who dared to look too curious. Concrete barriers that channeled foot traffic through scanning stations, bottlenecks designed to identify threats before they could reach the city proper.

Seattle didn't have checkpoints like this. The emerald city had fared better in the big quake, its foundations more stable, its infrastructure more resilient. It hadn't collapsed into the kind of disaster zone that required corporate bailout, hadn't surrendered its sovereignty to the highest bidder in exchange for reconstruction funds. Seattle had more or less shuffled along like the other megatropolises out east, Chicago, New York, Boston, growing steadily, swallowing up surrounding cities to feed its endless hunger for space and resources. Unremarkable. Functional. Safe. Well, mostly safe. There were still parts of Seattle you didn’t go to without good reason.

This was something else entirely.

A passenger across the aisle caught Todd watching, a human man in his middle years with the kind of tired that came from too many years of hard living. He had a beat-up jacket that might have been nice once, an average face weathered by exposure to air that wasn't properly filtered, stubble that spoke to days on the road without access to decent grooming facilities. His eyes, though, his eyes were sharp, taking in Todd's nice Seattle clothes and his nervous posture and the way his hand kept drifting toward the weight in his jacket.

"First time south?"

"What?"

"First time heading into the sprawl." The man's smile was knowing, not unkind, the expression of someone who'd seen a thousand suburban kids make this same trip and knew exactly how it would end. "You've got that look. Like a kid realizing the zoo animals aren't behind glass."

Todd straightened in his seat, tried to project confidence he didn't feel. "I travel all the time."

"Sure you do." The man turned back to his tablet, dismissing Todd as easily as Analog had, as easily as everyone always did. Just another nobody, not worth the effort of sustained attention. "Word of advice? Whatever you're carrying in that jacket, ditch it before you hit LA proper. The scanners down there don't ask questions, and the corps don't file paperwork for out-of-towners who get curious."

Todd's hand moved involuntarily toward the weight of the gun, a reflexive gesture he couldn't quite suppress. The man didn't look up from his tablet, but something in the set of his shoulders suggested he'd noticed.

"Just saying. You've got a face that says 'process me and forget.' Don't give them a reason to remember." And then he looked up, met Todd's eyes with a gaze that held neither judgment nor sympathy, just the flat recognition of one bottom-feeder acknowledging another. "Just friendly advice, from one dreg to the next."

The train started moving again, lurching forward with a mechanical groan that Todd felt in his bones. He stared out the window at the agricultural drones working the fields, their movements precise and inhuman, and tried to ignore the way his heart was hammering against his ribs.

Dreg. He didn't even know what the word meant, had never heard it before in his life, but somehow being called one felt worse than anything Analog had done to him in the game. Worse than the crotch-chop. Worse than the wave. Because the man on the train hadn't been trying to hurt him, he'd just been stating a fact, recognizing Todd for what he was, and that recognition cut deeper than any deliberate insult ever could.

LA rose out of the haze like something from a nightmare.

Todd had seen the city in feeds, of course. Everyone had. The entertainment networks loved LA, loved its drama and its violence and its endless supply of human misery to package into digestible content. The Crimes of Orkskirters, Undercity Survival, L.A. Raiders were all big draws on the vids. But the feeds were curated, carefully constructed narratives that showed exactly what the producers wanted you to see. And everyone knew they were sound stages, no way the city looked as bad as those shows made them. Establishing shots of the floating corporate districts gleaming in artificial sunlight, geometric perfection hovering above the chaos like angels looking down on hell. Street-level footage that was always either sanitized, happy workers commuting to their corporate jobs, clean streets, functional infrastructure, or sensationalized, all gang violence and corporate raids and the kind of action-movie nonsense that made good ratings.

Nothing prepared you for the scale of it.

The sprawl went on forever, a concrete ocean that stretched from horizon to horizon with no visible end. Building after building after building, stacked and layered and interwoven until the whole thing looked less like a city and more like some kind of cancerous growth that had consumed the landscape and was still hungry for more. Structures that had survived the quake leaned against structures that hadn't, propped up by scaffolding and desperation and the sheer stubbornness of people who refused to leave. Newer construction rose from the rubble in some areas, prefab housing units and corporate outposts, but it was all patchwork, all temporary, all clearly designed to extract value from the population rather than actually rebuild.

Above it all, the corporate arcologies floated in serene isolation. Perfect geometric shapes casting shadows over the chaos below, their surfaces gleaming with reflected sunlight that never reached the streets. GlobalCom's crystalline sphere. Stellar Logistics' angular fortress. Dreamweave International's flowing curves. The corps had built their headquarters to last, to survive any disaster, to exist above and apart from the humanity they nominally served. Looking up at them from the train window, Todd understood for the first time what the phrase "different world" actually meant.

The train deposited him in a transit hub that smelled like recycled air and human desperation, a vast underground space that had probably been impressive once but was now just another node in the city's failing infrastructure. Thousands of people moved through the space, streams of life flowing around kiosks and security checkpoints and the occasional armed patrol, and not one of them looked at him. Not one of them cared that Todd Pemberton from Seattle had just arrived with a gun in his jacket and revenge in his heart. He was nobody here. Less than nobody. Just another dreg in a city full of them.

He pulled up the address again, cross-referenced it with the transit maps, tried to orient himself in a geography that made no logical sense. Two hours by ground transport if he was lucky. Three if he wasn't. The Old Downtown, the historic core of Los Angeles, one of the few areas that had survived the quake relatively intact, which meant it was now prime real estate for the kind of people who valued history over safety.

Just get there. Find her. Make her understand. Then go home.

He started walking.

The first time Todd saw an ork up close, he almost ran.

He knew they were in Seattle, of course, they were everywhere, had been since the Thule Society's experiments went public back in the early twentieth century. Metahumans were a fact of life, a demographic reality that showed up in census data and corporate diversity reports. But knowing something intellectually and experiencing it physically were two very different things, and Todd had spent his entire sheltered existence in the kind of neighborhoods where orks were statistical abstractions rather than actual people.

They were big. The feeds didn't convey it, couldn't convey the sheer physical presence of a seven-foot wall of gray-green muscle waiting in line at a noodle stand like it was the most normal thing in the world. This particular ork had tusks that jutted from his lower jaw like ivory daggers, shoulders that could barely fit through a standard doorway, hands that looked like they could crush a human skull without significant effort. He was wearing work clothes, coveralls stained with grease and what might have been blood, and he was ordering what sounded like three bowls of pho with extra protein. It could be meat. Could be. Probably wasn’t.

The ork glanced at Todd as he passed, nostrils flaring, those deep-set eyes taking in the nice Seattle clothes and the terrified expression with something that might have been amusement or might have been contempt. Something in that gaze made Todd's bladder threaten to give up entirely.

He kept walking. Faster now.

The city changed as he moved through it, layers of history revealing themselves like geological strata. The corporate zones near the transit hub gave way to older infrastructure, buildings that had been here before the Collapse and never quite recovered from the quake or the decades of neglect that followed. The air quality got worse with every block, the filtered atmosphere of the corporate sectors replaced by the acrid bite of smog and industrial runoff. His lungs started to burn, unaccustomed to breathing anything that hadn't been processed through at least a dozen levels of filtration.

By the time he reached the edge of what was the Historic Core of LA, his nice Seattle clothes were stained with sweat and grime, and the chrome-plated gun in his jacket felt less like a weapon and more like a particularly expensive joke.

What am I doing here? Here in the Old Downtown?

The question kept circling back, louder each time. He'd been walking for hours, his feet aching in shoes designed for climate-controlled offices rather than cracked pavement and rubble-strewn streets. The address on his display said he was close, maybe another twenty minutes, but twenty minutes in a city he didn't know, surrounded by people who stared at him like he was real food on the table rather than just another piece of street garbage... that might as well have been twenty years.

Not that he'd ever had real food, of course. Real food was above his grade, reserved for the corporate classes who could afford to eat something other than synthetic proteins. He'd always subsisted on beans, mushrooms, and the omnipresent nutrient spread that kept the lower classes alive without the expense of actual agriculture. It was part of why he'd entered that stupid hide-and-seek tournament in the first place, the fantasy of winning enough credits to taste something genuine for once in his miserable life.

A group of teenagers watched him pass from their position on a crumbling stoop. Human, mostly, with one dwarf whose cybernetic eye tracked Todd's movements with mechanical precision and something that might have been an elf if elves came with ritual scarring carved into their cheekbones and murder glittering in their eyes. They didn't say anything. They didn't have to. Their silence was its own kind of threat, a reminder that he was in their territory now, and the rules he'd grown up with no longer applied.

Todd walked faster, his hand drifting toward the gun in his jacket even though some part of him knew it wouldn't help.

She humiliated you. She made you look like a fool. That's why you're here. That's why you make her respect you.

A hand landed on his shoulder.

Todd's heart stopped. His hand twitched toward the gun, every instinct screaming to draw, to point, to do something, anything.

"You're lost."

The voice was a low rumble, quiet but carrying the kind of weight that didn't need volume because it knew exactly how much damage it could do if volume became necessary.

Todd turned.

The ork behind him was enormous, more gray than green, muscle stuffed into formal attire that should have looked ridiculous but somehow didn't. Pristine white shirt, starched and pressed to military precision. Burgundy waistcoat that probably cost more than Todd's monthly rent. Matching bow tie that sat perfectly against a neck thicker than Todd's thigh. The overall effect was like seeing a weapon dressed for a gallery opening, all that lethality wrapped in a veneer of civilization that somehow made it more threatening rather than less.

His lower tusks jutted forward like a boar's, yellowed with age but clearly maintained, and where his left eye should have been there was only scar tissue, a mess of old violence that spoke to battles survived, enemies defeated, years of experience in a world where most people didn't survive long enough to accumulate scars. The remaining eye was all the more intense for its solitude, taking in Todd's appearance with the clinical detachment of a professional assessing a potential threat and finding it negligible.

Everything about him was terrifying. Everything about him said this is what dangerous actually looks like, and you are not it.

"I'm... I'm looking for—"

"I know who you're looking for." The ork's single eye still hadn't looked directly at him, it was scanning the street, cataloging threats, dismissing them one by one with the automatic efficiency of someone who'd been doing this for decades. "She knows you're here. Has since you hit the city limits."

Todd's mouth went dry. "What?"

The ork finally turned, finally gave Todd his full attention, and somehow that was worse. He looked at Todd the way a butcher looked at hanging meat, not with malice, not with cruelty, just assessment. Calculation. The mathematics of what this problem would take to solve.

"The gun in your jacket. Is it loaded?"

Todd's hand twitched again, an involuntary response he couldn't control. The ork's expression didn't change.

"I... yes."

"Safety on or off?"

"On?"

A small sound escaped the ork's throat. Might have been a sigh. Might have been a laugh. "That's something, I suppose."

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the ambient noise of the city, distant arguments, a siren somewhere, the ever-present hum of drones conducting their endless surveillance. Todd stood frozen, the weight of his own stupidity settling over him like a physical burden, and waited for whatever came next.

"How old are you?" the ork asked.

"Twenty-three."

The ork processed this, turned it over behind that single eye like he was adding numbers on one of those old
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