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      This one is dedicated to my “Infinity & Beyond” Eberron crew:

      Marie, John, Tren, Brandon, and Greg.

      Though we live far from one another, gaming with all of you online over the last five years—from level 1 to 20!—has been a balm to my soul when life has gotten complicated. You have always given me something fun to look forward to.

      Thank you. I can’t wait to see what we get up to next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Imre? Are you listening?”

      Imre Dahl, manager of Shades, sighed and nodded to Ollietronic, his personal assistant and long-time troubleshooter. “I am. I don’t really want to be, but I am.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He turned to Ollie and gave him his full attention. “Yes, hire three new servers. People who can hold their own with this crowd—the right balance of backbone, politeness, and moxie. Make sure they’re locals. One of our saving graces is that we’re bringing jobs to the area.”

      The handsome human with green eyes and brown hair gave him a smile that started as genuine and grew into something feral. “What about the call from the mayor’s office? You can’t avoid them forever.” He stood in front of Imre’s desk, refusing to take one of the two comfortable chairs available.

      Imre preferred smaller offices for his own personal domain. He had a much larger, more impressive, completely impersonal office that he used for people who needed the pomp and circumstance. Here and now, he had the things that he liked—just a desk, chairs, monitors, small personal effects that claimed the office as his. The people he saw in this office were the ones he knew well or needed absolute privacy. “Those Humanis bastards? The frag I can’t. I don’t care if I’m human, their bigotry can play elsewhere.” Imre shook his head. “I swear, dealing with mercenaries and corrupt police in Rabat was easier than dealing with these small town politicians.”

      “All they want is for you to call them back. Something about⁠—”

      “I don’t give a rat’s hoop what they want. No. I’m not doing business with them.”

      Ollie remained steadfast and unmoved by Imre’s vehemence. “We aren’t working in the shadows here. The light requires playing nice, even when we don’t want to; the corruption’s the same. So’s the bigotry. You know that as well as I do.”

      Imre raised his chin. “I could put a bullet in their heads in the shadows. Working in the light doesn’t mean I need to give them what they want.”

      His assistant shook his head. “Don’t be so sure. We’ve been doing this for what...? Eleven months now? Drek happens on anniversaries, and I think everyone—especially the universe—knows it. Don’t tempt fate.”

      “Not talking about this anymore. What else is on the docket?”

      Ollie shrugged. “It’ll be sweet when I get to say, ‘I told you so.’ In any case, business as usual for tonight—hen party in Denali and a stag party in Rainier.” He paused and thought for a moment. “Promotion celebration reserved the large VIP table in the bar. That’s it except for the anonymous VIP, guested in by Jack Santiago, coming in today. Fake name, obviously, but the nuyen’s good. Slumming incognito, I suspect, until they can decide for themselves that Shades is actually the novahot place everyone says it is.”

      Imre ran a hand through his long, dark hair, currently highlighted with subtle hazel tabby stripes—the latest thing, according to the Bellevue scene—and turned toward his work deck as he put on his AR glasses. With his internal headgear he didn’t need the glasses, he just liked them. They were stylish, and allowed him to separate work and play a bit more.

      Looking at Santiago’s account, Imre approved at how much he liked to spend at the bar and in other specialty entertainment. “That’s fine, Santiago’s in good standing. We get a slummer every other week. They’ve got to see for themselves that Shades is the hottest members-only club in Snohomish and Seattle’s newest “escape from the City” for those in the know. Then, an “exclusive” about Shades gets out on the Matrix or in some newscast. It’s all good whether it’s a good or bad review. No such thing as bad PR. It also makes the boss happy to see Shades in the news.”

      “True, true. Especially when I forward him the stories to make sure he gets them.”

      The “boss” was Jonathan Leeds, a former client, richer than god, and current business partner in Shades. He was a handsome elf with dark hair and eyes that put him on many of the gossip sites as one of the world’s “most eligible bachelors”—a title Imre didn’t see him giving up anytime soon. The two of them had an agreement that would make Shades his—after a certain number of years. Leeds hadn’t wanted the club to begin with, but circumstances had forced it upon him.

      However, he was a businessman, and he wanted a return on his family’s investment...from the comfort of England, of course. Thus, he was an absentee “boss” and business partner who looked at profit numbers and little else. Exactly as Imre preferred it. In his mind, Shades was already his, but it was nice to have the safety net of an aristocrat in his back pocket.

      After a few more moments of contemplation, Imre shook his head. “That’s it. Thank you.”

      Ollie nodded and left, closing the office door behind him.

      Scanning his email, Imre saw one from an address he recognized. As always, his stomach tightened at the sight of it. Mademoiselle Beaumont was the Johnson in Rabat that had exiled him from his home and from the woman, Makeda, he’d fallen in love with. It had been over five years since that had happened and he’d acceded to her whims.

      First with reluctant understanding—he had killed Herr Schmidt, another Johnson, on camera, but only after the man had set two shadowrunner teams up to fail and then tried to kill them himself when they refused to die. Later with apathy. Now, after so long, with impatience and irritation. Even the 5th year anniversary of the Brussel2Rome train disaster had come and gone.

      He opened the email, wondering if the damn woman had come up with yet one more thing before she would allow him back in Morocco, or for Makeda to leave Rabat. Much to his pleasure she had not. But, her words held a note of warning.

      
        
        Imre—

        You are correct. It has been long enough that neither you nor your counterpart are considered a danger to me and mine. Yes, “five years good behavior” does speak volumes.

        I have decided to come visit you at your new club to receive your last payment and hand over your papers of good standing. I’ve heard many interesting things about it. Put me on the guest list for tomorrow. I will not be alone.

      

      

      
        
        Mx. Beaumont

      

      

      Of course the woman would decide to “drop in” on him like this with no real time for him to prepare. It was one of the ways she liked to control things. It seemed she didn’t know him as well as she believed she did if she thought he could be controlled in his own domain.

      As if to illustrate this, Imre knew she preferred Mademoiselle, especially in person, rather than the more generic Mx. or Ms. Honorific. But, ever the cautious one, she always used “Mx. Beaumont” in correspondence. It was a clear giveaway that she was female. A male Mr. Johnson never had a problem with using “Mr.”

      After sending off messages to everyone about putting “Mx. Beaumont” on the guest list and letting them know she would not be alone, he contacted Pongolyn, his long-time hacker and Ollietronic’s wife—she proposed after they almost didn’t make it out of Spain and, smart man that he was, he’d accepted—by glancing up and asking the air, “Pongolyn, got a second?”

      The elf answered immediately. He heard her voice in his implanted earpiece. “I’m here, boss. What do you need?”

      “Who says I need anything?”

      “You do. By asking for me. You’re in your office. It’s work hours.”

      He smiled at her calm tone. He could picture her in his mind’s eye. Much like Ollietronic, the elf had fair skin, long brown hair, and green eyes. Though, she was much prettier than his personal assistant, and tended to remain calm in the face of disaster. “Fair enough. Got a Johnson coming in unexpectedly. Gonna need you to keep everything on a slightly higher alert than normal.”

      “Coming in when?”

      “Tomorrow. I just found out, so no grumbles about doing things last minute. Not my fault this time.” He waited a moment. When she didn’t have a snarky response he continued. “She won’t be alone. Get as much about her, and her companion, as you can once she’s here.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “Mademoiselle Beaumont is from Rabat.”

      “Oh. Her. I see.” Pongolyn’s usually smooth voice dripped with derision. “Will do. Anything else?”

      “No. I’m going into busy mode for a bit on a call. Gotta check some things out. Usual protocols.”

      “Got it.”

      She disconnected without saying goodbye. Imre was used to that. As a long-standing member of his team, the two of them—just like him and Ollie—had worked out their communication styles for on and off runs. Also, while they weren’t actively talking, Pongolyn kept a weather eye on the whole of Shades during certain hours. When she wasn’t on duty, Bobishere2, another longtime associate, was his main Matrix person. There were others, but Pongolyn and Bob were his main hackers.

      He pondered what time it would be in Morocco...10:00 here is 17:00 there. Too early for dinner. His sister should be available to chat.

      Jumping into his VR room, he sent a ping to see if she was available. While he waited, he set the VR room background to something pleasant: sitting on the veranda of a house on a high cliff overlooking the ocean. It was a place they’d been before, and both had enjoyed it.

      Arcade arrived just as he was about to ping again. She seemed distracted as she settled into one of the comfortable chairs, glancing off to the side. “Hello. What’s up?”

      “Not interrupting anything, am I?”

      “Not really. I was just cooking. Had to make it so nothing burned while we talked.”

      Imre tilted his head. “Cooking? It’s a little early for that, isn’t it?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not in Morocco anymore. I’m at home.”

      “Oh. Hamberg, then? So, it’s about 19:00?”

      “Yes. What do you need?” Her voice was crisp and businesslike.

      He took a long look at her. As usual, when they spoke to each other and were not on the clock, their VR avatars were just of themselves. His sister had the same hazel eyes and black hair as he did, but she wore her hair in long waves around her face, and her elf ears peeked out through her hair. In VR, both wore comfortable linen outfits that matched the setting he’d chosen—his a white loose shirt and pants, hers a long, flowing, pale green halter-top dress. Even in VR, he could sense her tiredness and distraction.

      He decided to be direct but delicate instead of following his usual teasing banter. “I was calling to ask about the state of things and your relationship with, ah, Mademoiselle Beaumont.” Even in VR and on a secure line, the two of them still couched their words because they both ran in and out of the shadows often enough to be wary. Thus, both were loath to give specific details and names. Nothing was ever really private in their worlds.

      “I’m done with her.” Arcade’s voice was flat with immediate anger. “Done-done this time.”

      “I see. You two have had an interesting on-and-off relationship for many years. What happened ‘this time,’ if I may ask? Feel free to tell me to mind my own business like the nosy little brother I am.”

      She didn’t respond to his attempt at lightness. “It was her need to control all things around her—including me.”

      He understood. “I take it that did not sit well with you, considering...” He gestured vaguely to encompass all the things he knew she did as a mage and sometimes fixer.

      “Of course not. At first, her little demands were amusing. But they got bigger and bigger. When I would not acquiesce to her limitations on where I could go, she had me followed and reported on. She questioned my movements. You know my job. I can’t abide by things like that.”

      “I do. That doesn’t sound like a lover. That sounds like a jailor. Or an overprotective parent.” Or an abusive partner trying to take control of their victim’s life, he thought but did not say.

      Arcade leaned back. “Why are the crazy ones always the best lovers?” She shook her head again. “What do you need? You didn’t call just to ask about my love life.”

      Imre didn’t answer the first question, but he had his theories. “Well, really, I did. Beaumont is coming to see me soon. I wanted to know if you knew about it, or how she’s been lately, or any details you would be willing to share with me.”

      Sitting up, Arcade frowned. “Why? Why is she coming to see you? Why now?”

      Beaumont really was a piece of work. Her ability to manipulate others was infamous, even in the shadows. Imre remembered how Beaumont had threatened Arcade’s life—with her willing participation—after the incident with Herr Schmidt. He could still see it in his mind’s eye, and even though she had gotten out of it unscathed, he still clenched his fists in reflexive anger.

      

      A man in casual Moroccan business wear—white trousers and a gold-embroidered, white tunic—walked out from the antechamber of Avatar’s broken building and wove through the tables and detritus of the club’s interior to hand Imre a datapad. As soon as he took it, a trid of a raven-haired elf woman opened. She sat on a metal chair inside a concrete room.

      “Arcade?” Imre’s eyes widened as he took in the scene. His stomach clenched, not wanting to know the answer, but needing to hear it anyway. “What are you doing?”

      “What I have to, to save you and your friend. I, and Mademoiselle Beaumont, wanted you to understand the situation, and where I am if anything went wrong with your meet. This is what I had to agree to for you to meet with her.”

      The camera pulled back, revealing that Arcade was bound to that metal chair at her waist and legs with chains. Her hands were behind her back. Armed men stood on either side of her.

      “You didn’t have to…” On the outside, he was mostly calm. On the inside, he howled his fury and fear.

      “But I did, little brother. Now you understand the magnitude of the situation; the risk we are all taking.” She glanced at the guard on her left and nodded. He moved forward and put a black bag—a mage restraint—over Arcade’s head and cinched it tight. The trid ended and the datapad screen went black. The aide took it back from Imre’s unresisting hands.

      Imre flushed a hectic red and it was all he could do not to attack the man as he turned on his heel and strode away. “You didn’t have to do that! We came here in good faith.”

      “All will be well.” Makeda put a hand on his arm, looking as concerned as he felt. “Calm.” She repeated herself in his head, over his commlink, “Calm, Imre.”

      “Ah, but I did, Rabenhaupt. Especially after the video you sent me.” Mademoiselle Beaumont walked around the corner as she spoke. Her aide fell in step with her. She was a beautiful Arabic woman with russet-brown skin and long, braided, black hair. She wore a red embroidered caftan, belted at the waist, and carried a leather portfolio. She chose a table, dusted off the chair, and sat. Her aide stood behind her.

      

      Arcade leaned toward him, still frowning with concern. “I honestly believe the last couple of years of her and me have been a way to keep tabs on you or keep tabs on each of us, using the other as a leash.”

      Imre’s frown matched his sister’s. “Do you now. Beaumont and I have business. We’re concluding our deal from Rabat. You remember it, yes?”

      She paused, thinking as she stared out at the shining ocean below. “I remember the event. It had been a game to me back then. Our relationship was still new. I was dumb and in love. She had assured me that I was in no danger, just that I needed to make sure you thought I was. Still, the mage restraints were real. It was uncomfortable. Back then, I didn’t think she’d harm me. But now, I’m not so sure.”

      “Has she hurt you?” Imre felt his hackles raise at the thought of anyone abusing his sister, even though he knew she could take care of herself. “Did something happen?”

      Arcade waved a dismissive hand. “No. Nothing major. Still, we broke…no. I broke it off a couple days ago. For good. I’m not going back. She knows that. But I’m worried she’ll take it out on you.”

      He considered this, then considered when he’d sent Beaumont his last message. It had been just over a week. “I don’t think this visit has to do with you. I asked for it before you ended things with her. Though I appreciate the warning. I will keep what you’ve told me in mind.”

      Facing him, she tilted her head. “This visit is to conclude your business with her. Does that mean you’ll be able to go back to Rabat? And your Makeda? She’ll be able to leave?”

      “That’s the plan.” Imre paused, still thinking about this new information. “I’ll let you know when it happens. I cannot trust her to keep her word until my papers—and Makeda’s—are in hand.”

      “What will you two do then? It’s been a long time since you’ve seen each other in person.”

      Imre smiled, small and tight, “Now who’s digging into who’s love life?” His smile widened and warmed at the offended look on her face. “I don’t know. Makeda—she goes by Rune now—and I have a complicated relationship. I’ll talk to her after all this is done. Which should be soon. But in the end, it’ll be her choice.”

      “Then you’ll tell me?”

      He nodded. “Of course. Can’t have you thinking you need to set me up.”

      Arcade tapped her lips with a manicured fingertip. “I do know of someone…” She grinned. “But I’ll wait to hear the good news. You two should come here. Take a vacation together. Neutral ground and all that. Well, neutral-ish.”

      “What’s a vacation?”

      “Exactly.” She looked off to the side. “My timer is about to buzz. I need to go. Is there anything else?”

      “No.”

      “Next time, call when you don’t want something. I miss talking to my baby brother.”

      Imre hmphed. “Commlinks go both ways, you know, and I’m assured you have excellent wireless where you are.”

      Arcade smiled. “True. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      “My love to you and our parents.” Imre cut the connection before she could get into whatever their parents were up to these days. That was a drama too far and, as she said, she had dinner to eat.

      He turned back to his deck and opened the latest AROs he had to review. The world loved its paperwork—even if it was all electronic now. Before he got too far into his work, there was a knock on his door.

      Imre looked up as Ollietronic opened the door, peeked in, and asked, “Got time? Jhones Redrock is here to see you. He says it’s important, even though he doesn’t have a meeting.”

      “I always have time for Jhones.” Imre pulled his smart glasses off. “Bring him in.”
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      Imre already had his hand out to shake Jhones’s hand as he entered. Even though he took it, Imre noticed the tenseness in the dwarf’s shoulders. He gestured the man to a comfy chair in front of his desk. “To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure?”

      Jhones shook his head and ran a hand over his short, cropped red hair that matched his trim, neat beard. “This ain’t that kind of conversation. Lock it down.” Although his voice was calm, it was as tense as his shoulders.

      Jhones Redrock was the dwarf in charge of all zoning regulations in Snohomish. As such, he and his department were far more powerful than most people suspected. Imre and he had butted heads when they first met. Then they came to an accord.

      Later, Imre and Jonathan had had to do him a favor to make sure they could get the correct permits for Shades. Jhones also had a finger in a lot of Snohomish real estate deals. He had proven this by calling the realtor who had been juggling offers for the valuable property Shades sat on, had ordered him to drop all offers except for the one from Mr. Leeds, and the realtor had done it—no questions asked.

      Now they were friends. Or, if not friends, friendly acquaintances who knew how to work together.

      “Ah. It’s gonna be one of those conversations, is it?” Imre raised an eyebrow, watching the dwarf’s face. It had the neutral blandness of a man about to do a dirty deed he didn’t want to do.

      “It is.”

      Even as Jhones answered, Imre closed his office door and messaged Pongolyn to secure the room. Her answer was the sudden lack of ambient noise and a soft “Secured,” in his ear.

      As she spoke, he felt the rest of his wireless connections cut off and silence descend. His PAN still worked, as well as his personal systems. Also, since he was friendly with Jhones, there were still background pings to and from his PAN as well. The only way for Pongolyn to hear and see him now was by the hardwired communication devices in his office, secured to onsite servers.

      Imre returned to his desk and sat across from Jhones, took a breath, and nodded. “We’re secure. What do you need?”

      “I need you to start playing ball with the mayor’s office.” Jhones held up his hand to forestall any protest that leaped to Imre’s mouth. “Don’t. Don’t make me be the bad guy. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t have to be. But you, my stubborn friend, have not been returning calls. That upsets people. Those upset people call their people, who call their people, who call me, and now, here I am.”

      Imre shook his head. “I’m not going to work with those Humanis bastards. They’re getting bolder. I’ve seen Humanis graffiti far too close for comfort.”

      “You can and you will.” Jhones steepled his fingers before him. “If you don’t, I’m gonna have to shut this place down. One revoked license and permit at a time. I don’t want to do it, but I will if I have to.”

      Imre felt the scowl form on his face before he could clear it.

      Jhones nodded. “I get it. Hits you right in the gonads, but you and I both know who we work for, and the consequences of not making our bosses happy.”

      “Like hell—” Imre protested.

      Not having any of his guff, Jhones raised his voice and continued. “Oh, yes. Feddersen and her bigoted ilk are numbered among your bosses. Not just that fancy pants keebler you call a business partner. We both know we don’t work for the good or the just. We work for ourselves for as much as we can get away with. And every once in a while, our chains get yanked, and we’re reminded of the price we sometimes have to pay to keep our heads down, our businesses private, and our backs guarded. Don’t make me be the bad guy here.” He paused, then added, “Please.”

      Imre didn’t want to acknowledge what Jhones said, but every fragging word of it was true. “Fine,” he said, “Feddersen is the mayor of this backwater town. So some of what she says goes. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “I’m not asking you to like it.” Jhones sighed a tired sigh. “I’m telling you that you have to play nice with the local politicians so I don’t have to get mean. Especially with someone I like. You know how mean I can get. You don’t want that.”

      Imre gazed at Jhones for a long silent moment. The older dwarf gazed steadily back at him. From Imre’s point of view, it wasn’t a challenge. It was the look of a man who knew the way this world worked; didn’t like it, but would abide by it. “Would you really shut Shades down?”

      “In a heartbeat. I even know the forms I’d need to file. I didn’t walk in here unprepared. 90% of my job is legwork. Do you even know what they want of you?”

      Shaking his head, Imre looked away. “No,” he admitted. “As you mentioned, I wouldn’t take their calls or messages.”

      “That. That right there is why I’m here, you stubborn choob.” Jhones spoke without rancor. “They want to host a political dinner at Snohomish’s newest shining star. That’s it. One fraggin’ dinner for twenty or thirty of Feddersen’s best campaign donors. Some of whom are already members of this oh-so-elite club. Now will you get off your high horse and get to work so I can continue being your friend? I do actually like you, ya bastard. I hate being the bad guy. Besides, my wife likes this place. So do I.”

      “That’s exactly why I don’t want to stink up the place with their “keep calm and order to this land” drek,” Imre grumbled. The complaint was half-hearted at best. He knew he’d lost. The one thing he couldn’t lose now was this club. Jhones was right. He didn’t want to be on the dwarf’s bad side—whether Jhones was willingly participating or not. “A political dinner? That’s it? Doesn’t sound that bad.”

      Jhones smiled, genuine and relieved. “It’s not. But you’ve got some catching up to do. It’s already gone out to Feddersen’s elite that it’s happening on the 21st of the month.”

      Imre’s eyes widened. “This month? Without my permission? How dare they!”

      “Why do you think this drek rolled down hill? Our dear mayor would have mud on her face if, suddenly, her elite little dinner had to be moved or cancelled. There’s no way she’d do that without taking you down with her. Better to have to explain that Shades wasn’t up to code and shift to a different place than to admit you wouldn’t call her office back.”

      “But that’s less than two weeks away! That’s not much time. I’m sure I’m gonna have to cancel or at least move some reservations around.”

      “Sounds like a personal problem. You would’ve had more than a month to prepare if you hadn’t been, well, you.” Jhones flicked something over to his AR glasses. “That’s the number to call. The sooner, the better. You’ve still got a couple of weeks to prepare...and if you think I’m a pain in the hoop, wait ’til you meet Feddersen’s party planners.”

      Imre scowled at his AR glasses, but didn’t pick them up. Even as his message program indicated he had a new message from Jhones, his deck pinged with the notification as well. “Fine. I’ll call.”

      “Yes, you will. You. Not a lackey. This needs your personal touch.” He waggled a stubby finger at Imre. “Ya get my drift?”

      “Fragger,” Imre muttered. “Yes. I will call. Personally.”

      Jhones stood. “Thank you. I didn’t feel like busting your chops this week anyway. Like I said, I like this place. Also, I really don’t want to deal with your partner. Having him here would be like throwing gasoline on the fire.”

      He raised a hand as Imre pushed back from his desk. “No, no. I’ll see myself out. You’ve got a call to make, remember? Because when I get back to my office, I have calls to make to assure people that things are taken care of. I’m a man of my word—you know that—so don’t make me a liar.”

      “Fine, I said.” Imre shooed Jhones toward his office door. “Get outta my office. I have a fraggin’ call to make.”

      Jhones grinned at him and he smiled back. Unpleasantness taken care of, the dwarf left with a jaunty wave of his hand. He closed the door behind him with a soft, but definite, click.

      Imre scowled and looked at the contact information. Victoria Scharke? Really? He wondered if that name was pronounced as “shark” or “shark-y.”

      After a moment of debate, he called Ollietronic.

      “What’s up?”

      Imre took a breath then said, “No ‘I told you so’s’ are needed. What’s the name and number from the mayor’s office?”

      “Oh. Ah, just a moment.” Ollie chuckled. “The first three calls came from a Tony Kendall. The next two came from a Susan Trygg. The one today came from a Victoria Scharke. I’ll send all the information over ASAP. I’d start with Scharke. She appears to be the top of the chain.”

      Shark. At least he now knew how to say the woman’s name correctly. “How do you know that?”

      “I did my research after the third call.”

      “All right. Thank you.”

      “So, we doing business with the mayor’s office now?”

      Imre grimaced, imagining the knowing grin on Ollie’s face. “What do you think?”

      “I think...I told you so.”

      “Fragger.”

      Ollie laughed. “Only when I’m right. I’ll wait for your instructions after you call the mayor’s office.”

      Imre broke the connection, still muttering under his breath.

      He didn’t want to do this. But just like so many times before, he had to bend to someone else’s will to keep safe what was his. Even though it would be years before Shades was his legally, he already considered it his—and it was in all but name. Everyone thought of it as his (except for a few in the know) and everyone treated him as if it were his.

      He was on track for a profitable year already, and was thinking of ways to convince Jonathan Leeds to shorten the contract. Still, there was a certain sense of security in knowing his business partner had more money than sense and a distinct distaste for Seattle. At least these golden handcuffs were loose.

      Clamping down on his irritation at the whole situation, Imre put on his AR glasses and gave Victoria Scharke a call. He put his background setting to one of the club’s fancier offices—not his, of course—he never let people in the Matrix know what his office looked like. Especially since he preferred smaller, more out of the way looking offices with a myriad of secrets within their walls.

      The woman who answered the call was blond and beautiful, perfect in an artificial way that spoke of time and money. “Hello, Mr. Dahl. I’ve been expecting your call for quite some time.” She sat opposite him in the AR office.

      “My apologies, Ms. Scharke. My business keeps me very busy...but I couldn’t not call you back. How may I help you and Mayor Feddersen?”

      “That’s Mrs.”

      “Pardon?”

      “That’s Mrs. Scharke.” She smiled, polite and brittle. “I’ll get right to the point, Mr. Dahl. We need the main banquet hall for a dinner for thirty on the twentieth. I’ve been assured that this can be arranged.”

      “Imre. Please call me Imre, as we will be doing business together. As for the twentieth, it can be arranged, but some details need to be ironed out.”

      Pursing her lips, she stared off into space, clearly consulting her calendar. “I have time today at 14:00 or later.”

      Imre shook his head. He had a standing engagement with someone much more important than her. “I apologize, I have no openings after 14:00. Tomorrow, say noon?”

      “No. No. That won’t do for me...”

      “Perhaps you could send one of your assistants?”

      She eyed him. “Even though we don’t have much time as I’d like, I do have high expectations. This dinner isn’t for just anyone. I should be at the first meeting. 16:00 is the earliest I can do tomorrow.”

      A quick glance at his schedule told him he could move a couple of his meetings to earlier in the day. “16:00 tomorrow then. Should I put you down for an hour?”

      This time, her smile was all teeth and malice. “As I said, I have high expectations. It will take as long as it takes.” Her gaze dared him to deny her.

      Imre nodded without a quibble. He knew when to pick his battles, and this was not the time. Perhaps she would be more amenable in person. “Well then, I shall clear the rest of my afternoon for you.”

      “Thank you. I will see you then.”

      “I look forward⁠—”

      Victoria Scharke cut the connection before he could finish his sentence.

      Imre closed his AR room down and took his smart glasses off. He put them on his desk with great care. It was time to dust off his patience and his best techniques for dealing with annoying people he couldn’t just deal with.

      He knew what he’d signed up for when he took the deal for Shades. He just hadn’t realized it had meant dealing with Snohomish City Council as well. Lord save me from small town politicians with a modicum of power and delusions of grandeur.
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      Imre arrived at the far-too-large for him Bellevue estate he currently called home, which belonged to Jonathan Leeds. As part of his business agreement with Mr. Leeds, he was the caretaker of the estate as well as the manager of Shades. Thus, why not live here with his bodyguards—Kintsugi and Sartorial—and two employees—Phryne Walters, the housekeeper, cook, ruler of the roost, and Michael Tholen, security specialist, handyman, and manager of any outside help.

      The estate once belonged to Gordon Leeds, Jonathan’s estranged father, now deceased. (The less said about that specific event, the better.) As nice as it was, it was not to Imre’s liking. (Nor to the new owner’s liking either, but that was neither here nor there.) Life-sized statues of the Roman pantheon lined the driveway to the large white house with its simple geometric lines of brutalist architecture. All the statues were white and gleaming (Michael made sure of that). To the side was a square, formal garden set off in four neat quarters of lush bushes, ground cover, flowers, and trees, all designed to complement each other.

      If Imre could have his way, he would have already contracted with someone to cover up the brutalist architecture and transform it into something less geometric, more modern, and more in line with the neighbors. Or he’d do something with the landscape to make it fit the house’s stark outside look. As it was now, it felt like the person who had the estate built didn’t know what they wanted. Or two people with diametrically opposed styles had had to “compromise” on what they wanted.

      On the good side of things, Phryne had worked for the late, unlamented Gordon Leeds. She had come with the estate after she’d agreed to stay on, with a promotion and a healthy raise, taking over the former majordomo’s position. Phryne had been the one who recommended Mr. Tholen for the other position after the two guards were summarily fired by the new Master Leeds as incompetent. Both servants were aware that they served the estate rather than the other people living there—except, of course, when the master was in.

      Imre, Kintsugi, and Sartorial lived in the plush “guest wing” of the house, while Phryne  and Michael lived in the more than adequate servants’ quarters. The entire upstairs, with its primary suite and all the amenities, was left for its absentee master—who was loathe to return to Seattle, but savvy enough to be aware that he would need to in the future. All in all, it was a sweet deal. The housing market in the Seattle area, and its suburbs, was murder on the wallet.

      While Phryne had stopped meeting him at the door when he arrived (at his insistence), she always made herself available when he entered. She’d just happen to be passing by. He’d pretend it wasn’t on purpose. As he was a much less demanding guest than most, the two of them came to a happy accord.

      As he hung his jacket up, Phryne walked by with a cleaning bucket. “Good afternoon, sir. Your usual afternoon repast?” She wore her usual uniform of black pants and blouse, covered by her apron. Without the apron and cleaning bucket, she would’ve looked like any other Bellevue wife with her stylish black bob, fair skin, and demure makeup.

      “Yes, thank you, Phryne. And then no interruptions unless something is literally on fire.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Polite niceties seen to, Imre nodded and headed off to his suite. He gave up trying to keep her from calling him “sir” long ago. It made Phryne comfortable, and that mattered, but it reminded him of his childhood, and all that came with those memories. As usual, he shied away from such thoughts. He didn’t hate his family, but beyond his sister, he chose not to associate with them if he could help it.

      His steps did not echo, even though it felt like they should in this large, mostly empty, manor house. The runner rug was too plush for that. He had to give it to the former Master Leeds, he didn’t have the best taste in architecture, but he did have an eye for quality—or he knew how to hire someone with it. Probably the latter. Gordon Leeds hadn’t struck him as the type with an interest in interior decoration.

      Imre settled into his suite, secure in the knowledge that both Pongolyn and Bobishere2 had given the house Matrix a thorough going over and upgrade. Even Makeda’s hacker friend, TechnoGalen, hadn’t been able to breach it without getting caught. It was about time he hired the man to make another run at his businesses. It was good to keep his people—and the people they hired—on their toes. On Jonathan’s tab, of course.

      He pulled the full immersion VR suit out of his closet and laid it down on the bed. He both hated, and was grateful for, the technology. Makeda had more headware than he did, and although he could afford it, he didn’t want to get any more cybered than he already was. Also, if all went well, he wouldn’t need to use it to see and feel the love of his life for much longer.

      By the time he was suited up and reclined in his comfy chair, their secured VR room was ready and waiting. So was she.

      He manifested in their VR room with Makeda standing by the window overlooking Snoqualmie Falls. Having spent a night in the Salish Lodge to get an idea of what constituted luxury in the outer Seattle area, Imre had fallen in love with the place, and wanted to share it with Makeda.

      It had cost him a couple of nights there for Pongolyn and Ollietronic to get the lay of the land and for Pongolyn to get everything she needed to recreate the suite. Of course, she hadn’t needed to stay there at all, but it was a nice bonus for her and her husband. The two of them did good work, and he wanted to keep them happy.

      It was worth every penny as he watched Makeda look out the windows and smile at the gorgeous view of Snoqualmie Falls. She turned to him, golden eyes sparkling. “It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it. Not even when I was in America.”

      He walked over to her and looked out at the roaring waterfall. “It’s real. Snoqualmie Falls. Someday, I’ll take you there in person. You can see it for real.”

      “This is real enough for me.” She leaned forward and kissed him.

      While he returned the kiss and the VR suit allowed him to feel something, it wasn’t what he remembered kissing Makeda to be like. It was a poor substitute for the real thing. For now, it was all he had—and had to be enough. For now. But not for much longer.

      Makeda pulled back and searched his eyes. “Is everything all right? You feel...” She shook her head, unable to put her feelings into words.

      He cupped her cheek. “It’s nothing. Hard day.”

      Leading him over to the couch, she patted the cushions. “Sit. Tell me. We can exchange stories of our imperfect days.”

      “Really? You want to hear about the dumbass details of a mundane day?”

      She stretched out, her deep mahogany skin a beautiful contrast against the beige leather fabric of the couch. “Of course. While I’m here to jump your bones—partially that—but I still care about you and what’s happening. So, tell me?”

      Imre flumped to the couch next to her. “It’s work. It’s stupid.”

      “Work always is.”

      He smiled. “Always.” Then sighed. “It’s those Humanis bastards. They’ve got the power in the local government, and now I have to play nice with them. I hate it.”

      Tilting her head, she asked, “To do what? What do they want?”

      “Dinner.” He interlaced his pale fingers with her darker ones, enjoying the sensation of their hands touching.

      “Dinner?”

      “A catered dinner at Shades for a bunch of racist drekheads who support Feddersen and help keep her in power.”

      She pulled back and looked at him. “That’s it? They want to borrow the club for a night, spending a lot of money to make it happen, and boost the club’s reputation? Sounds like such a hardship.”

      Imre grimaced. Makeda had always been the more practical one between them. “When you put it like that, it sounds.... But I don’t want to! I don’t want or need those kinds of people here.” He knew he sounded petulant and didn’t care. Sometimes, it was nice to be able to be petulant at someone. At this stage of his life, Makeda was the only person he felt comfortable enough with to show his petulant side. She understood.

      Leaning forward to kiss his cheek, she whispered, “Then make it so they don’t want to come back.”

      “I can’t tank my club. I won’t do that to my people.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      He eyed her. “Explain then. Use small words. I’m already pissed off about the situation. I can’t think straight. I’m meeting with the party planners tomorrow.”

      She walked a couple of fingers up one of his arms. “First, add the drekhead tax. They want to be there. Make them pay for it. Second, make it uncomfortable. They’re Humanis. They don’t like metahumans. Show them the behind the scenes. Show them who is cooking and who is serving. Make sure to note what they react to and don’t react to. Example: who’s your head cook?”

      “The head chef? Eddie Urquhart.”

      “His metatype is...?”

      “A troll.”

      She tapped his shoulder. “And his main sous chef is...?”

      He picked up what she was putting down. “SusieQ, human.”

      “Is her name really SusieQ?”

      “Yep. SusieQ Brown. The two of them work great together. Sass each other and the line cooks—except for Delain, the elf in charge of desserts and pastries. She doesn’t like it. Doesn’t understand it. So, they’re respectful of her and her needs.”

      “Have Eddie be himself and SusieQ be herself in front of them. Let those Humanis pricks see what kind of kitchen you run, and who would be doing what. Same with your staff. Don’t hide the non-humans, and don’t put any humans into leadership roles that aren’t already there.”

      “So, just show them how Shades is run...and let them be uncomfortable?”

      “Exactly. Think malicious compliance.” She tapped his shoulder again, this time with fluttering fingertips. “It’s not that hard. Most of it will be of their own doing.”

      For the first time since his conversation with Jhones, Imre relaxed. “Ah, you always have a good perspective on things. What about you? What’s up in your part of the world.”

      “The biggest thing? Saladin and Fatima are getting married.”

      “That’s great!” Imre paused, then asked, “That is great, right?”

      She rested her head against his shoulder. “Yep. It is. Except that means I need to give them a couple weeks off for a honeymoon and stuff. Which means I need to make sure their seconds are up to snuff, ya know?”

      He turned and put his arms around her, kissing her brow. “I know. Want me to have Bob run them through their paces? Or Pongo?”

      “Nah. I’ve got TechnoGalen. But still, things are changing again.” She sighed. “Change is hard, and I don’t like it.”

      Tilting her head up to him with a finger under her chin, he murmured, “You’ve still got me, and I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Indeed.” She leaned up and kissed him hard.

      The two of them shifted toward each other and left the cares of the mundane world behind. There would be time enough later to talk about reuniting in the flesh—once Imre was sure that Beaumont would hold up her end of the deal. Despite what her message said, he couldn’t trust it was true until it happened.
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      Imre practically hummed to himself after a shower and fresh clothing. His dates with Makeda—Rune...so hard to think of her in that name—were often a highlight of the week, and he always felt better after them. At first, he hadn’t thought the dates would be enough to keep them together. But the Matrix had a way of intensifying the good that allowed you to ignore the bad. No random body odors that stunk or noises that embarrassed you. It was just the personalities of the participants, with a sensation of closeness they couldn’t get any other way.

      The Matrix had allowed them to keep their budding romance alive. In the wireless world, that romance had become a relationship. They were able to keep a part of their old lives alive with each other. Neither of them had let time or distance between them lessen their love and affection for each other.

      Soon, though, that distance could be overcome. It would take work and planning. It would be a rare and wonderful thing, but it would be worth all of it to see his lovely lady in the flesh once more.

      The reminder that Mademoiselle Beaumont would be there tomorrow, freedom papers in hand, made his stomach do a lazy roll. Even though it’d been more than five years, he could not believe she would allow his freedom—and Makeda’s—so easily. Especially after what Arcade told him.

      His mood dipped a little. Then what? They both had their own lives. Hers was in Rabat, still. She had made Rune’s Avatar Café (and its underground club, Avatars, a huge success). His was here, and he was not willing to let Shades go. He’d put too much work into the endeavor. Not to mention he still had enough wits about him to know he could never really “go home” again...so no returning to Rabat.

      Imre shook his head, and murmured to his reflection, “Borrowing trouble. That’s future Imre’s problem.” For now, he needed to work on the next problem: food.

      As he headed through the manor house, neither Phryne nor Michael were in sight. Just as well. He could take care of himself. As he wondered where the kids were, he heard them talking in hushed tones in the kitchen. Pausing, he listened a moment longer. While he wasn’t able to make out what they were saying without activating his enhanced hearing, he picked up on the secretive nature of the conversation.

      Interesting.

      Whistling as he headed to the kitchen so they would hear him, Imre was unsurprised to see both had their eyes locked on the doorway as he entered. The kitchen felt like the aftermath of either an argument or a serious discussion interrupted.

      He paused in the entryway and glanced between them. Sartorial, a handsome, blond-haired elf boy, wore his favorite NERPS t-shirt and jeans, had his hands stuffed in his pockets. Kintsugi, a beautiful, dark-haired, Japanese human girl in leggings and an oversized Seattle Screamers sweatshirt, stood alert, with her hands flat on the kitchen island. Both looked like teen models to him.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      They looked at each other in that familiar way of non-verbal communication. Kintsugi shook her head. Sartorial shrugged and said, “No. Not really. We wanted to talk to you. Need to.”

      Stepping into the kitchen, Imre headed to the refrigerator as if all was well. He knew it wasn’t. Both kids were on edge, and he didn’t like that “need to” tacked onto the end of Sartorial’s statement. It seemed to be a day for serious discussions. He wondered if he was going to like this one as much as the one he’d had with Jhones. Probably.

      Silence continued as he puttered, gathering ingredients for a dinner of reheated leftovers: teriyaki meatballs and mushroom risotto. When it was clear no one was going to say anything until they had his full attention, he stopped what he was doing, put everything on the countertop, and turned to them. “All right. Spill.”

      “You know BlotterBabe...?” Sartorial said just as Kintsugi said, “We have to go.” The two of them looked at each other. Kintsugi tilted her head. Sartorial raised both hands in surrender, then gestured for her to continue. She eyed him a moment longer.

      Imre did not need to watch them any longer to know what their discussion—possible disagreement—had been about. “Right. You two

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/shadowrun-sigil-for-scene-break-2.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?
      


      		
        Shadowrun Fiction Ad
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Looking for More Shadowrun Fiction?


      		Copyright


    


  



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.


OEBPS/images/imre-grey-epub-cover-6-16a.jpg





OEBPS/images/cgl-image.jpg







