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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Zen-Marsh Chemicals; Cold Storage Facility

        Plano, Dallas Metroplex, CAS

        6th November 2080, 0235 hrs

      

      

      <Gods, I hate playing stand-in on corporate gigs.> Gilabyte sent the message to his frequent-but-sadly-not-on-this-job teammate, Canvas. He had no idea where exactly the overly tattooed adept was at the moment, and whether he might get her in trouble sending a voicecall, so he continued in text, his thoughts being dictated by the tiny sprite lurking around his commlink. <These wage slave mugs know just enough about ’runnin to get themselves in trouble. Makes me understand why Missy always wants to work with semi-Primes.>

      “Give ’em a break, Hee-lah.” Canvas always over-enunciated the first part of his handle, and he hadn’t the slightest clue why. She purred across the networks into his ear, “They’re just doing their jobs. It isn’t their fault they have corporate regs to follow. Or training guides that show them only one way to do things, and corp-taxed paychecks…need I go on?”

      <No,> he sent back, noticing one of the Evo Corp mercs standing a little too close to him. <It makes me feel worse for them. Why does anyone sign long-term deals with the Triple-As anymore? Might as well just buy a collar and a leash.>

      “Hey,” she laughed in his earpiece, “I look damn primo in a collar and leash!”

      Gilabyte couldn’t help snickering.

      “You say somethin’, bruja?” The armored merc twisted around to look at where Gilabyte was taking cover, the use of the Spanish word for witch stinging slightly against his ears and pride. “You payin’ attention?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Gilabyte erased the smile from his lips and squinted, “I’ve got eyes and ears everywhere. Just be ready to do your part when the carryall comes through.” I’d better go, C. These guys are gettin’ antsy, and the target will be here soon.

      “Ooh.” She chuckled, a welcome sound on this late-night endeavor. “Sounds dangerous. Take care of that sweet ass, Lexy, and come back to us with the same number of all the important body parts, okay?”

      Lexy. Lex. Alejandro. It still felt weird, no matter how close he got to her, that anyone—even one of his regular teammates—knew his real name.

      <Will do. See you soon.> He disconnected the conversation, sending the impulse to his sprite to disassociate. I hope, he thought, after all, you never know when everything is going to fall apart in this life. We were all sure the Alamo gig was going to be a milk run, but we ended up losing Roll Out. He sighed, rubbing two fingers across the armadillo pendant he wore around his neck, the one his deceased friend gave to him. It had been over a month, but his heart—or his self-assigned guilt in the matter—had yet to heal.

      Hell, it’s why he’d been he’d been hounding the Johnsons to get him these fill-in merc jobs in the meantime. Gilabyte needed a little distance from the people he felt he let down, even if his relationship with Canvas made that a touch more difficult.

      The elf lost himself in a moment of pleasant thought when a vibrating alert rattled his forearm.

      
        
        <<<TEAM LEADER: RE: ALL UNITS>>>

        <CARRYALL INCOMING ON DELTA RAMP. 2.4 K OUT. GET READY, GRUNTS.>

      

      

      Ugh, Gilabyte thought as he read the message coming across his bracer-mounted tactical HUD they forced him to use. He should be keying in on his Hermes or just eavesdropping on the messages using his technomancy. And in all-caps, too. What a way to inspire the troops, you troglodyte.

      Gilabyte moved into a better position. Too close to the main building at the facility and he’d likely draw a bunch of Matrix noise off the internals, but too far into the throughway and he’d have to brick surveillance cameras every five meters to keep his handsome elvish face off camera. Although a late-20s mestizo man with shaggy brown hair in a beat up longcoat lot flicking imaginary techno-boogers at building apertures and light poles wouldn’t set off too many alarms down here. While there weren’t a whole lot half-Mexican, half-Irish elves in Dallas, his “denim and armored longcoat” look was pretty standard in the community. Even if he wouldn’t stand out, it was not a chance he wanted to take.

      The whine of an incoming vehicle’s rotor-assisted all-terrain lifts, a large carryall truck by the sound of it, washed over the whole distribution facility’s area of lots and throughways. The natural concrete lots did nothing to absorb the sound. Gilabyte and the corporate mercs he was hired out to could hear it long before its framing bar of high-yield halogen lamps blazed over the horizon their intensity a stark contrast to the hazy, hot darkness of the night. Gilabyte wondered if a vehicle like this was even capable of a stealth transfer like the briefing docket claimed it would be. At this rate, a team of troll meatjackers on a few bumps of novacoke would have been able to sneak up on this thing, but no…Gilabyte had been told to leave his modified Mossberg shotgun at home because this wouldn’t be “that kind of snatch and grab.”

      Yeah, right. These Evo-hired mercs came to what they said would be an easy repossession of goods with high-impact body-plated armor—top of the line from Saeder Krupp—plus loaded-out HK-227s, and an pair of thankfully lower-yield frag grenades at their belts. The way they were loaded for serious opposition, Gilabyte didn’t put a lot of faith in the plan as it had been drawn out for him.

      The original plan was so simple it had bordered on brilliant. He could now see how much it depended on sheer luck. The carryall would get into the main lot, and a hired mage—in this case, Gilabyte—would drop the truck to the pavement before the mercs blew the storage compartment’s coolant tank. Safety measures would trigger, bathing the compartment in safety foam that would protect it a little while the mercs went in and dug out the gear inside. A milk run.

      But with ALL-CAPS, trigger-happy, grenade-toting, wound-too-tight cowboys like these running the show…it was all but destined to go pear-shaped.

      “Do your thing, ’runner.” The merc tucked into a tactical stance and took cover behind a stack of crates.

      Sparing just a quick nod to his “teammate,” Gilabyte took a deep breath and released it slowly. He closed his eyes and pressed himself deep down through his combat boots, tried to feel the pavement beneath his feet, the power grid in the depths beneath it and the zenabytes of data blasting across it every second. He dipped his aetheric resonance—a technomancer’s mystic connection to the Matrix—down into that flood of data. Beginning with the first molecules of his toes, the technomancer joined with the digital universe that existed alongside the world of meat and metal, intermingling with countless 1s and 0s.

      What began as an ocean of information started to differentiate itself to Gilabyte’s altered, magically evolved mind. Wireless augmented reality—AR to everyone born in the last century—routing paths, tides of comms traffic, crests of noise, and whirlpools of classified plans and signatures all slowed down into aspects he instinctually recognized. A half-polished vid pitch surrounded by every Grandma Bennet™ recipe. Glameratzi pics of the hottest starlets doing Novacoke off the horns of troll gangbangers in a downtown thrum club. Archival footage from a movie franchise with more UpVotes than the Ingram Smartgun. A viral clip of an urban trashsquatch eating forty-two Taco Temple Extremes to the catchy techno musings of Mase Takemano. The Shiawise CEO falling off a shallow curb into a slush-gutter over and over on repeat. Countless backdoors and shift-code to the ShadowNet. Routing numbers for a CrashCart call down in Mesquite. Used traffic clearances for a bio-Grade Carry-All driving down the 30. Weather hangs for the next four—

      Wait.

      Go back.

      Used traffic clearances for a bio-Grade Carry-All driving down the 30.

      “Found it,” Gilabyte half-whispered.

      “It’s almost here.” The merc cocked his weapon, anxiety creeping into his voice. “Your guy said you’d shut it down easy. For what we’re payin’ you—”

      “You aren’t.”

      “What?”

      “Paying me,” the technomancer grunted, trying to keep his cool while correcting the adreno-junkie Neanderthal. “Your employer is paying us both. Not a single nuyen is falling out of your pocket and into mine, chum. But I do only get paid if the job goes right…which means I don’t need you barking at my heels, little doggy.” Gilabyte spared a spark of his Matrix magic to send the words scuttling across the HUD. >So let me do my fraggin’ job.

      “Just hold up a tik, ’runner.” The merc took a step toward Gilabyte, his grip tightening on the smartgun activator pad. “I don’t care who you think you are, but nobody talks to me—”

      “No time for shenanigans.” Gilabyte held up a finger like he was shushing a child. “It’s go time. You can think about smacking me around later, tough guy. But not now.”

      He redoubled his focus, pulling his resonance back inside his own essence. It curled around and around inside of his metaphysical self, the energy getting stronger and denser, like a sort of aetheric taffy pull. When it was the right transcendent consistency, Gilabyte found the compliant 1s and 0s that created the path to the truck. With another long, slow exhale and some instinctual movements of his fingertips, his resonance mass shot forward along the path and enveloped the digital shadow of the vehicle turning off the exit to the facility.

      Like isopropyl alcohol disappearing on the skin before an injection, the technomantic energy seeped into the binary pores of the carryall, sterilizing the firewalls and numbing the processors for the stabbing needle of Gilabyte’s instructions.

      With that, he had full control over all of the systems within the 4-ton freight vehicle. The Grid Guide, the safety commlink suite, the climate controls, but most importantly, the Vesuva-IX rigging console that actually drove the thing.

      Wait a sec. Gilabyte’s eyes furrowed in physical and aetheric space. There was no rigging console!? That thing’s being driven by hand? Ugh. Not only was that gigantic traffic hazard filled with potentially lethal chemicals being controlled by the fallible hands of a person, but without a proper rigging suite at the helm, Gilabyte wouldn’t be able to take control and park it at the ambush point.

      <Team? We have a problem.> He transmitted the message to all the mercs, overriding their econo-grade conversational firewall. <The fragging carryall is being driven by a g’dam 21st Century luddite. BY HAND! Your intel was mud. There is no Vesuva-IX. I can poke and prod the damn thing all night long, and it won’t do a fragging thing.>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: RES: <WHAT ARE YOU SAYING? THIS OP HAS TO GO AS PLANNED!>

      

      

      Good old Sergeant Caps-Lock was at it again.

      <Your ambush site would require me to sim-jack that thing at the rig. Which I can’t do. All I CAN do is brick the drive and take the engine offline. It won’t put the thing where you wanted it, and it might—>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: <DO IT! TEAM—ACQUISITION PLAN BETA. MARK.**>

      

      

      “All right, CAPS-tain,” Gilabyte muttered. “Here. We. Go.”

      The technomancer didn’t like bricking tech. It felt dirty somehow. He had always preferred to grab the reins and make it do what he wanted, especially if it meant showing up a Spider or one of the Grid Overwatch Division, or GOD’s own monitors—deckers paid to find and punish illicit activity on the Matrix. It was the difference between a digital expert safe cracker in a master heist vid, and Hank “Black Beret” Runnigun in one of his testosterone-soaked, musclebound, bullet-storm action franchises that all have “Death,” “Glory,” or “Freedom” in the titles. A scalpel versus a sledgehammer.

      Gilabyte’s resonance was already worming its way through the carryall’s systems, sniffing out ways to take root in the surprisingly porous digital signature within the vehicle. Once satisfied he had his hooks driven in all the right places, he clenched his hands into fists and ground his teeth together. With all the force he could muster, he pulled his hands apart like he was trying to break Lone Star restraints at his wrists.

      In that moment, his resonance strands pulled tight and solidified like the girders within some alien architecture. The carryall’s internal circuitry was immediately flooded with misfiring signals, re-routed commands, and halted safety regs. The Matrix rippled with the release of energy, distortion rings circling out from the vehicle’s engine block as visible as waves on a pond to anyone jacked in. The carryall didn’t so much as give an electronic whine in VR as the resonant spikes tore its signature apart.

      In the physical world, however, it was a completely different sight.

      The carryall’s engine—powerful beast of a hauling machine that it was—seized up instantly. Like shoving a broomstick in a bicycle’s spokes, the heavy truck’s dual-driveshaft system snapped under the momentum. The reinforced metal rods drove into the concrete under the truck like two vaulting poles, digging four meters of furrow before they struck a cross-conduit dense enough to hook onto. The whole damned truck careened end over end, finally landing on its roof and sliding to a stop with a combination of sounds that could be described as…apocalyptic. Metal screeches when it bends too quickly. It is a sound that intertwines with the shattering of glass and the grind of concrete to create the perfect cacophony of disaster that only a high-speed wreck can assemble.

      The rapid dispensary of oxygenated crash foam saved the driver from being utterly crushed, but the two security workers in the secondary can were not so lucky. One jumped free from the truck and landed hard on a coil of fiber optics that snapped his back like cordwood, but the other didn’t get all the way out before the flipping vehicle came crashing down, crumpling around his waist like a sloppy cigar cutter.

      Team Leader: <What the hell are you doing, wirewitch!? We need the components INTACT!>

      Gilabyte went slack jawed in the physical, even as his message blasted across sarge’s HUD. <I TOLD you I wasn’t going to be in control!> Gilabyte was just happy that the team leader had forgotten his memo protocols and was laying off the all-caps for a minute. <You TOLD me to do it before I could tell you what might happen. This isn’t MY fraggin’ fault!>

      
        
        TEAM LEADER: FULL TEAM: <THE FREELANCER HAS FUBAR’D THE SITUATION WAY PAST RED LIGHT. SECURITY WILL BE ONSITE SOON. GO IN HOT. GET HANDS ON OUR TARGET ASAP.>

      

      

      Gilabyte watched the little electronic blips on the Matrixscape surge out of their ambush points toward the crash. Their wireless connections on their weapons lit up as they crossed the facility. The technomancer opened up his senses even more, peeling back the layers around the facility until he found the CorpSec response team gearing up and switching on their own weapons and cyberware. There would be at least two minutes before they reached the crash, except maybe for the one sporting the high-end wire rig across his spinal column. He’d get there much faster, unless he waited for his team like a good CorpSec agent.

      “Bruja?” one of Gilabyte’s team voiced across the comms. “It looks like we’re gonna need you again. Get your ass down to the crash, date prisa!”

      Gilabyte double-clicked his tongue like calling an old pet, coalescing enough mystical energy to call one his favorite sprites—a little off-blue mothlike thing with an almost feline face—into being. Peppy?

      “What are your needs?” The flitting aetheric creature asked her creator what he required, hovering around Gilabyte’s face. “I live to serve!”

      Keep an eye on the CorpSec guys for me, he instructed, and let me know when they are headed my way. They don’t show any sparkle, so you should be safe—stay close.

      “I live to serve,” she acquiesced, and vanished in a streak of periwinkle light.

      <On my way,> Gilabyte texted to his overeager but contractually allied teammates. <Just had to put eyes on the onsite badges. Local security is strapped and wired, but still a few minutes out.>

      A series of mercs sounding off their readiness filled the audio feed of team comms, acknowledging his statement. Gilabyte rolled his eyes. They constantly chose to use audio when he had the ability to read their texts ten times faster than they could breathe the words. <For a bunch of chromeboys, they love hearing themselves in the analog.>

      It was just a little over two hundred meters to the truck’s final resting place, but Gilabyte knew to be careful. The original plan kept him off the surveillance grid, but now he had to toss out a few aetheric flares to take out the cams as he popped in and out of view of the occasional monitoring suite. With a flick of his fingers, an incandescent spark sped up into the nearest camera. The surveillance footage would end up being a roadmap of dazzling white splashes in between boring scenes of an early-A.M. parking facility.

      Gilabyte turned the corner around one of the monotonous storage structures. When he put meat eyes on the crash for the first time, he gasped. He knew it would be bad from the signals he received from crumple zones and damage compensation systems, but actually seeing the flipped truck smashed on the ground, collision foam spilling out like neon-green excrement from the shattered cab windows, the bloody smear where the driver met four tons of metal and roadway—it was a lot to take in. The back of the carryall was partially folded in, a pressurized spray of coolant arcing from the crease in the reinforced shell, creating a spreading pool of blue, steaming ooze.

      “Back here!” one of the mercs shouted, waving Gilabyte over to the rear port on the carryall.

      “What’s the deal, guys?” The technomancer tip-toed through the ooze puddle, trying to avoid getting too much of the semi-caustic fluid on his Treadtech tactical cowboy boots. When he got to the end, two of the mercs were peeling back the metal walls with tritanium prybars. A third worked at trimming the walls with short strokes from a handheld Nova-brand plasma cutter.

      Then Gilabyte saw it.

      A Wolverine Sec-4, tri-layer, fully loaded pressurized vault system—with the optional Algal-Max anti-magic weave beneath the polymer shell. Real top-of-the-line stuff, designed to hold back the most insidious and persistent intrusion methods. Professional safecrackers had hard times with Wolverine Sec-4s ever since they hit the secondary market—and Gilabyte’s technomantic talents made him maybe two-thirds as good as they were.

      “Fraggity frag, frag!” Gilabyte explored the word’s versatility. “Frag…fraggin’ frag, guys. If you’re going to ask me to do what I think you’re going to ask me to do—no way.”

      “You were contracted to take control of the truck, park it at the designated ambush point, and get this open for us.” The all-caps team leader was just as cranky in person. “And you’ve already fragged the first two parts well and good. Don’t start gettin’ squeamish on us now.”

      “That isn’t the problem, you adreno-junkie!” Gilabyte growled, officially angry enough that his resonance was heating up the Matrix around him. “Your intel was drek. Your team has been itching for a fight since we got here, and that is not what I signed on for. This was supposed to be an easy-in, easy-out situation. But now…” He gestured to the vehicular carnage next to them. “…this!”

      “Listen here, you nuyen-by-the-hour sellspell.” The team leader lifted his submachinegun toward Gilabyte. He jabbed his finger at the Sec-4 vault. “Just pop the damn thing so we can be done with this mess. Pop it, or I pop you.”

      “You aren’t listening to me,” Gilabyte snapped. “I—” Reality slowed to a crawl around him as his sprite zipped across the aetherscape and poked his resonant self.

      “They're coming, boss!” Peppy whistled the warning: CorpSec agents were getting closer. It returned its energy back to Gilabyte like a drop of faux-honey disappearing into the pot. Great, he groaned within, and now this.

      “Just do it, campesino!” the merc leader barked.

      The use of the old Aztlan slur was the last straw. Normally he’d go nose-to-nose with Texmex scum like this guy in a heartbeat, but Gila didn’t have any of his normal back up with him—and an automatic weapon pointed at his gut. That reduced his options.

      “Fine!”

      Throwing caution to the wind, knowing all too well what was about to happen, Gilabyte shot out the tendrils of his resonance and found the external mounting suite on the Wolverine vault. Unlike the spongey firewalls of the carryall, this thing was slick as Lexan and as dense as Dikote. His probing extensions frayed at the ends to become a dozen thinner tendrils, which frayed into two dozen even thinner ones, and so forth, each thinner resonant filament looking to find some kind of crack—a single pore—in that thing’s shell to get inside and work his magic. It was small, miniscule, but there was still a chance that he might be able to do this skillfully. Artfully. Like a surgeon.

      SCOUT2: <Contact with local security. Incoming!>

      So much for a surgeon’s touch, Gilabyte thought, yanking back his probes with all the subtlety of closing an extended tape measure. Time for the Brute Squad.

      Taking a deep breath to coil up his impatient rage, Gilabyte forced it to bleed slowly, steadily, evenly into his resonance. The aether around him began to shimmer like the air above the desert sands, heat prickling up from his exposed skin, and the Matrix responded with a loud squelch of mind-rattling static. The boundary between realities tore like rotten fabric, and out tumbled a scarlet, impish thing that was more a mass of tentacles than a body—with a snarling, fang-filled maw visible at the center.

      “OOOOOH YEAH!” The sprite howled into the Matrix, the sound echoing off the AR signatures of everyone within a few dozen meters. He shifted, rolled, twisted in place—collapsing and rolling into and out of itself like a bendable fractal pattern. Then, with the sound of Velcro twisting open, the ball of angry limbs shuddered and split into three identical sprites—Gilabyte’s angriest boys.

      “YEEEEEEEEEEE HHHAAAAAAAAW!” They cheered in unison, turning their eyeless, squirming bodies toward Gilabyte’s Matrix shadow. “What’s on the menu, jefe?”

      The technomancer didn’t spare the time to discuss options. He merely pointed his attention at the probe-proof bastion of security hardware he had to open.

      “On it, boss!” The trio of sprites roll-flop-squished forward with exuberant purpose, leaping up onto the Sec-4’s smooth, glasslike Matrix framework. Where these crimson devils slapped onto the digital fortress, their tentacles spread like ivy, clutching and adhering to the device with a symphony of wet popping, smacking, and slurping sounds. The coding began to waver, ripple, and erode.

      Gilabyte considered himself skillful and capable code-slicer, coming and going with as little a trace as possible. The Brute Squad—not so much.

      The physical mechanisms mounting the Sec-4’s nearly bomb-proof door began to click and vibrate with short circuits, jammed machinery, and trickles of ozone-thick burnout seeping between the monomolecular seal.

      “Hell yeah, bruja.” One of the mercs nodded at Gilabyte. “You got thi—”

      “Halt! Freeze!” The hardwired CorpSec agent—a big ork with a bigger voice—was the first to skid around the corner, almost too fast for the friction pads on his combat boots. As soon as he saw the carnage of the wrecked truck and the collectively masked mercs trying to crack it open like a soynut, his rifle rose halfway to his shoulder, but Gila felt the wireless signature for his smartgun software light up like the switchboard at the Draco Foundation annual charity sim-a-thon on ole Dunkel’s assassin-iversary.

      “Weapons hot!”

      Sergeant CAPS-lock couldn’t have waited even one second to give the command? Of course not. Automatic gunfire erupted all around, and Gilabyte knew better than to stand in the line of fire. He wasn’t getting paid enough to risk taking bullets for these gung-ho combat jockeys.

      Besides, the Brute Squad was doing so much better than he’d anticipated. They should be able to bug out any minute now. As soon as the bullets started flying, Gilabyte sprinted for cover next to some collapsed storage bins, taking a moment to briefly check back on his spritely boys.

      “We’re almost through, boss man! Yeah!” The rageful sprite announced around a mouthful of smashed up code, 1s and 0s spilling out from the corners of his savage maw. “You want us to go ahead and start on the Anti-Intrusion Ring, too? It looks SPICY!”

      Did he just say… Anti-Intrusion Ring? Gilabyte switched his resonant senses from the sprites and their code buffet to this new predicament. With the Sec-4 so full of holes and soon to be falling apart, it only took a moment to see what his little friend was getting all too excited to take a bite out of…

      “A fraggin’ det-block?” the technomancer shouted. No, no, nonono…

      Time slowed down as he tried—in vain—to call off the Brute Squad. If that door opened even a centimeter without the proper access codes, the det-block would flare up to 2500 C°, turning the entire back section of truck into a waterfall of molten alloy, destroying everything inside. The reaction would be fast, but not so fast that the mercs would be in any real danger…except that they were all standing in a huge pool of chemical coolant. Industrial coolant like that couldn’t light up with a bullet or a tracer round, but molten carryall?

      “Guys,” Gilabyte said both out loud and in the aetherspace, “MOVE!”

      Moving at the speed of thought, the sprites would have no trouble zooming away—and they knew it. This allowed the rowdiest of the Brutes to hazard one last bite of code before they followed instructions—chomp! The last hanging algorithmic tendon snapped between its fangs just as it tumbled away and dissipated into the nothingness with the others.

      “Oh—” Gilabyte gasped, watching the unravelling code, “—drek.”

      The vault door gave a final shudder, sparks flying from the seal. The anti-intrusion ring did its job, and the compressed thermite within ignited in a white-hot nova that pushed the compensation on the mercs’ goggles to the limit. Everything inside the vault was immediately turned to plastic and copper vapors, and the box itself softened and melted away like candlewax. If not for the warning from his talkative minions and his raw elven agility, Gilabyte wouldn’t have escaped before the first glowing droplet of molten tritanium split off from the rivulet of liquid vault and splashed down onto the pavement.

      Or rather, onto the expanse of spilling coolant that covered it.

      Gilabyte didn’t even look back. He just ran. He felt the wave of superheated air rush away from the explosion, the concussive force almost knocking off his step as he raced for the exit. Everything was as bright as day behind him, a column of fire rapidly consuming the carryall, the remains of the passengers, maybe even the mercs still too focused on trading bullets with CorpSec.

      I did my damned part, Gilabyte reassured himself as he fled the scene as fast as he could, already sending for a FriendlyCab. What a mess.
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      “I did my damned part!” Gilabyte repeated several hours later, flopping down into the same plush, high-backed chair in his Johnson’s office he’d sat in when the guy had set him up with this gig two days ago.

      It was a nice place in the upper Plano area, right in the jet stream of the north climate controllers, so the walk from the car to the office stack was always the most pleasant and refreshing twenty-five meters of the day. A nicer place might have an end table with soda or wine instead of water, and the extra chairs on the far wall would be cushioned and plush, not uninviting faux-hardwood ones. Even as the Johnson paced back and forth behind his desk, Gilabyte noticed how little he looked like any of the people in the supposed family photos.

      “I know, I know.” The middle-aged fixer-exec rubbed his razor-cut five-o’clock shadow. “I had reservations about that gig and that team…”

      “What a complete shitshow.” Gilabyte sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose and grimacing. “They went in itchin’ for a fight, they got one, and their complete lack of preparedness made me all but useless.”

      The Johnson took a seat in his office’s neutrally decorated desk at the center of the room. “Their point of contact still paid your portion of the contract, but I haven’t transferred it to you yet.”

      “I am aware.” Gilabyte sucked his teeth. “I had to sprite-swipe my Taco Temple order this morning. Why’re you holdin’ out? I told you…it wasn’t my fault.”

      “No, no!” The Johnson waved his hands in front of him wildly. “I’m worried they’ll use it as bait. I transfer the funds to you, and the so-called professionals over at Midknight, Inc. trace the transfer and come after you for leaving their boys in the lurch.”

      “But I didn’t—”

      “And some of them on fire.”

      Gilabyte bit his lower lip, the tiniest bit of guilt keeping him from remarking further on the matter. Instead, it was back to problem solving mode. “Really? They’d play it that way? Jobs go south all the time, but these guys will take it all personal?”

      “That’s why I prefer working with ’runners over para-military mercenaries.” The Johnson stabbed a finger on his desk. “No weird brotherhood to worry about if someone gets fragged on the job. Nothing gets personal.”

      “Well, sometimes.” The technomancer absent-mindedly fingered his armadillo totem again, his thoughts back to seeing Roll Out take an Aztek death bolt to the chest. It had happened over a month ago, but it still felt like yesterday.

      “It’s why I was so hesitant to put you guys together in the first place.” The Johnson frowned. “You’ve been taking too many of these short runs without your normal team. It’s not good for you, upstairs.” He pointed to his forehead. “Runners should keep it clique-y, stay tight, and blow off some steam now and again.”

      “I need to keep my mind off it.” Gilabyte’s whole posture stiffened. “And hoppin’ into another job with my team, sans Roll Out, I reckon would just send me into the nearest waiting arms of a stim dealer. Can’t have that, you know?”

      “I do know. And that’s why I wanted to see you, Alejandro Torres.” The Johnson used Gilabyte’s full, legal SIN name. No one called Gilabyte by his given name except for his parents, either in untraceable digital communiques from his mother, or astral notations from his father. If his name fell out of anyone else’s mouth (except maybe his regular ’running mates Canvas and Black Jacques), “Lex” would think it a threat and start bricking everything important around him. Luckily for the Johnson, they’d worked together a long time, and apparently he felt it was a bold move that earned trust. The exec had earned a little show of position.

      “Well.” Gilabyte smiled. “What’s framing your gray matter now?”

      “I reckon, instead of paying you out of the Midknight funds and possibly leaving you open to their high caliber grief when they trace the routing tags the money took…” The Johnson opened a drawer and pulled out a small black portfolio, setting it flat on the desk before pushing it across to the curious elf. “I keep those funds and I pay you personally. Not an easy trail to follow, and I doubt they are cocksure enough to try and take their pound of flesh out of me.”

      Gilabyte nodded at the plan. The megacorp would likely have Mr. Johnson’s back against Midknight Inc. if they tried anything against him. Hell, with the people this Johnson knew and hired often enough, the mercs’ branch office in Mesquite would be a steaming crater if they tried something stupid.

      “Meanwhile, just to make sure nothing happens to you, you go on a little vacation.” With a grin, he gestured for Gilabyte to open the portfolio.

      There was an embossed maple leaf on the upper right corner. “Toronto?” Gilabyte asked. He flipped through a realtor’s advertisement for a high-end condominium-style flat in the Canadian metropolis.

      “Yeah.” The Johnson nodded, flipping a credstick through the air into waiting elven hands. “The corp gave it to me for work well-served, some kind of holiday bonus. But I’ve been way too busy to get away. This could be perfect for you. Two weeks, Monsieur Torres. You get to live well off the Dallas grid for a while, and you still get paid.”

      He leaned in and raised an eyebrow playfully. “Now, I don’t know what Evo gave to those guys directly. That wasn’t my part of the deal. I was just matching you guys up. But I’d say this,” he tapped the maple leaf on the portfolio, “is probably a better deal than the split the mercs got. And this has the added benefit of getting to lay low in case they were faster than I calculated in looking for you, plus you can let me know how this place checks out.”

      “Really? Seems like a sweeter deal than I deserve, honestly.”

      “Yeah,” the Johnson agreed, still smiling. “But I know you’ve been taking these little contract jobs because of how bad things got on the Alamo gig. I was already worried about your hard drive, Gila.” He poked a finger softly on the elf’s forehead. “And now you let these sloppy ass mercs almost barbeque my favorite technomancer? You need some time off…or a shrink.”

      “Probably both.” Gilabyte’s fingers were back on his totem. “Let’s try a little time off first, then I’ll couch up and tell some Doc about my relationship with my mother.”

      “Perfect.” The Johnson handed over the plexi-print physical copies of two transit tickets—already coded to Alejandro Torres, Standard Class Elven CAS Citizen.

      “You booked this under my real SIN?” Gila held it up between them in disbelief. “Why not Chuck Hadley? Horace Flemmer, M.D.? I love all the junk mail Horace gets when I use him!”

      “Because you’ve used all of those before working local.” The Johnson made a fake gun finger at the air next to his desk and multiple AR video screens popped up, each one with Gila doing something recognizably shadowrunner-like, and labelled with his aforementioned fake SINs. “It wouldn’t take them long to trace those back to you once you check in for your flight. Your real SINformation is the only stuff you’ve been careful not to get mixed up in ’running.”

      “Dammit, okay.” Gilabyte looked down at the ID card, making sure the Johnson was right. Then suddenly he let out a surprised yelp. “You sliced out my weapon licenses!?! I had those added legally!” he exclaimed, biting his lip as he always did when he was nervous. He hated to travel without at least a little backup on his hip, and this meant he couldn’t even try.

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” The Johnson shook his head. “Midknight would know to trace your guns. This is a civvy vacation, Alex. Two weeks. Enjoy yourself. Be what every ’runner wants to try and be now and again.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Normal. Mundane.” He laughed, extending his hand. “Stay out of trouble and enjoy yourself.”

      “I’ll try,” said Gilabyte—no…Alex Torres, he corrected internally. “Toronto’s a beautiful place, I hear. A little R&R on the company ’s stick? What could go wrong?”

      “See you in two weeks.”

      “See you then.” Gilabyte turned to leave, the tickets and documentation in the portfolio under his arm. “And thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet.” The Johnson AR-waved at the doors to let him out. “Just come back in two weeks rested and ready for more work.”
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        Pearson International Transit Hub; CAS Arrivals

        Greater Toronto Area, UCAS

        9th November 2080, 1140 hrs

      

      

      It was a good flight.

      No.

      A great flight.

      Lex—still getting used to traveling under his given name—managed to grab a few hours of sleep, a couple of overpriced and overpoured cocktails, and two-thirds of the Neo London “instant cult classic” Sir Colt Maxxwell, Her Majesty’s Last Knight Hunter, Part IV: One More Knight.

      The Fed-Boeing 1108 was a beautifully created machine, and Lex had allowed his resonance a tiny tour around its ins and outs before settling in for the flight. While most passengers were able to look out their windows to see the waterfalls of the Central Mississippi River Hydroplex, the walled off ruins of Chicago’s DZ, and the verdant growth of the Quebecois Ley Line, Lex trickled himself into the landing and safety suite of the 1108 and saw everything through a dozen lenses and angles. It was beautiful.

      It was also symbolic—traveling as a civilian, under a fully legal SIN, away from all the madness of the Dallas Metroplex across some of the most conflict-torn stretches of the CAS and the UCAS—but also over huge swathes of tended wilderness, long lines of superhighway asphalt, and countless sparks of life on the Matrix.

      And by the time the wheels touched down in Toronto, Lex was no longer “Gilabyte, technomancer-for-hire and shadowrunner of some adequate reputation putting distance between himself and a mercenary company bent on revenge for a situation that was not his fault,” but “Alejandro Torres, half-Latino awakened mystic elf on two weeks of all-expenses paid vacation.” He joined the cattle line of luggage-bearing passengers shuffling down the aisle, then the walkway, and into the very busy arrival terminal of Pearson International Airport.

      He looked around, seeing dozens—hundreds—of passengers, flight crews, employees at the Hub, living their own lives within the microcosm of the facility. Humans, elves, and dwarves dominated the masses, as orks and trolls rarely fit comfortably in commercial-class flights. A few airlines specialized in “Meta-Heavy” seat accommodations, but they were almost prohibitively expensive, which cut down on the larger metas in a place like this. Even in the most posh areas of the Dallas metroplex, it was rare to see such a predominantly soft and civilian collection of people.

      Lex’s technomantic senses picked up signals here and there, but he didn’t have to actively tune it down like he would in other crowds of travelers. There was cyberware here and there, mostly cosmetic, life-enhancement, or skilljack type stuff. Back on the streets of the ’plex, he would find hidden commlinks, augmentatives, and every so often, a jacked up chromeboy, but here among the civilians coming and going, Lex felt as though it just couldn’t be real. There was no way this many people were all legitimate citizens with so little to hide.

      I guess, for now, I’m one of them. He smirked at the thought. There was something about being off-duty that made Lex feel like he was a true wolf in sheep’s clothing. None of these innocent travelers had any idea that just a few days ago he’d been accidentally responsible for a massive chemical explosion in a cold storage facility.

      Lex fought the urge to fully open up his resonant senses to seek out all the dirty little secrets these people had to be hiding in their bodies and commlinks. No no no, he thought, that’s Gilabyte thinkin’. Lex is at the wheel for the next two weeks.

      Stopping for a moment and taking a deep breath, he pushed away the normal shadowrunner sense of self-preservation-paranoia and instead took his first steps to the escalator leading to the baggage department.

      The escalator passed under a brightly lit LED archway, and the glowing words upon it poured ice water down Lex’s spine:

      
        
        **UNLICENSED CLASS B OR HIGHER FIREARMS ARE PROHIBITED IN THE CITY OF TORONTO**

      

      

      The notice made Lex feel extremely uncomfortable. Life as a shadowrunner is a life turned up to eleven, and everywhere you went there was always a possibility one of your past enemies—very recent ones in Lex’s case—might be waiting around the next corner. The fact that he wasn’t carrying a firearm of any kind hadn’t bothered him at all—up until that exact moment. Sure, between his resonant powers and stable of sprites he was far from harmless, but it was so hard being an unarmed civilian. The Texan part of him felt the emptiness of a missing holster at his side, and knowing he was thousands of kilometers away from his sidearm turned everything around him into the kind of threats a properly armed Gilabyte would be ready for.

      The dwarven janitor mopping up a spill—was she just pushing dirty water around in order to monitor the area?

      The two shining pop-jocks at the coffee stand—were they whispering about him?

      That tan woman wearing the thousand-nuyen heels but an off-the-rack pants suit—just like the ones Canvas was always spending her contract shares on—she’s been moving the same direction as him since they deplaned.

      Shut that drek down, he told himself, stepping off the latest people-moving device into the baggage claim area. Stop bein’ paranoid. It’s just two weeks. You’ll be fine.

      Baggage claim was even more chaotic than the thoroughfares. Clusters of passengers from their various flights ringed the hydraulic lifts bringing up an endless stream of bags, packages, and luggage.

      “Oh oh oh!” a gray-haired old dwarf cried, struggling to get to the turnstile before her bag zoomed passed. “Th-that one’s mine! The green one? Hey!”

      “I gotcha, ma’am.” Lex was right there, a few paces down the line, to grab the worn pleather straps. Heavier than expected, the bag made him grunt as he spun back toward its owner. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you, hun.” She spoke with a mild southern accent, and her smile reminded him of every classic country marm from the Family Hour vids of his childhood. As she took it off his hands, two young men pre-occupied with checking awaiting messages in confidentially-blurred AR windows collided with the exchange. Both of them didn’t care so much as look over their shoulder to acknowledge their self-absorbed collision.

      She shot a fiery grandmother glance at their backs as they disappeared into the leaving crowd, and there was something about her auburn eyes that reminded Lex of an old friend—and there he was again, absentmindedly fingering the armadillo statuette on his necklace. If she was just a little more Tex and a little less Hotlanta, she could be Roll Out’s grandma.

      “Some people’s children,” Lex laughed, “right?”

      “Ev’ry damn day, son.” She nodded, raising an eyebrow. “Is that a touch of the West in your drawl?”

      “You got good ears, I reckon. South border CAS.”

      “Helluva trek. What brings you Toronto-ways?”

      “Vacation.” He smiled, really feeling the reality of the word for the first time. “Just a couple of weeks.” The indicator on his tag lit up. Lex spun back to the carousel as his rucksack rose up out of the darkness. Flipping the lumpy luggage over his shoulder, he patted the beat up old bag. “Much needed.”

      “A little UCAS getaway?” they left the baggage area in the same flow of the crowd, not so much together, but close enough in tow to continue the conversation. It was innocent, common behavior, but it lit every shadowrunner signal fire and cranked up every warning klaxon inside of the technomancer.

      “Um...” He fumbled, realizing that as a civilian he had no lies prepared to cover his entrance to the city, or the reinforcing layers of misdirection. A little truth is okay, right? He took a quick centering breath, but had to say something. The longer he hesitated, the more likely even a regular old dwarven lady would think something was up. “Leone Rampant Towers, I think?”

      “Up by Rouge Park? That’s some fine dinin’ and winin’ in those parts, um…” she paused.

      “Lex.” He gave up his name willingly to a complete stranger despite it feeling ten times as weird as not having a gun. Normal people trade niceties all the time, he reminded himself. What were the actual chances this old dwarven lady was a Midknight Incorporated deep cover informant on the hunt for an elven technomancer a few thousand miles away from home?

      “Well, Lex.” Her grin had the same anxiety-dissolving property that Roll Out’s did. “Welcome to Toronto. That is, if they go an’ let you cross the border, sugar.” She winked, pointing a ruby-nailed finger at the archway they were about to pass under.

      
        
        **UCAS BORDER PATROL AND CUSTOMS CLAIMS**

        **PLEASE HAVE SIN ID DOCUMENTATION READY**

      

      

      “You ain’t even in Toronto yet.” The corner of her mouth lifted up into a cocky smirk. “Not really.”

      “Very funny.” Lex put on a strong smile, but his inner shadowrunner—his Gilabyte persona—was growing more and more uneasy.

      “It was nice to meet you, Lex.”

      “You, too.” He watched her disappear into the funnel of people forming the line beneath the glowing UCAS LOCAL CITIZENRY archway.

      The rest of the customs center was far less streamlined. There was a line for incoming business licensees, a line for visiting expatriates, a line for acknowledging and registering cyberware-laden individuals, and the line that grabbed Lex’s attention—the queue for acknowledged Awakened beings. Magic users. Technomancy wasn’t exactly magic or hacking, but to those with the right abilities, it registered like second sight or an assensing lens. That was where he needed to go.

      Where he would be scanned. Questioned. Put under scrutiny while being recorded from a dozen different angles.

      Where they would actually register his SIN as a legitimate visitor to the great city of Toronto. Sweat beaded on his forehead, and his palms became two moist sponges. He panned his vision around the crowd, and wherever he caught someone’s eye he couldn’t help but feel them weighing him out, judging him, figuring out he was not just a simple passerby.

      He glanced up at the ring of surveillance modules and AR sifters monitoring the terminal area. If there was ever a weak point in this journey to a safe space where Midknight’s agents would catch wind of him, it’d be here.

      Lex took a quick about face out of the line, trying to look as calm and normal as possible as he ducked inside one of the private ‘families only’ restrooms lined across the nearby wall. The door hissed closed behind him, and he waved his hand over the lock to seal it.

      Get it together, he scolded himself. He dropped his duffel, planted both hands on the counter and leaned over the sink at the mirror. Staring back at him was the same handsome half-Mexican, half-Irish elf face he had woken up to every day for the last twenty-eight years. Flipping out his physical SIN card, he held it up next to his face in the mirror.

      Yup, he forced himself to breathe slowly, that’s me. Same brown hair. Same sunrise hazel eyes. Everything else, everything important anyway, wasn’t something you could just see print on an ID.

      Lex tucked the card away in a pocket, flicked on the cool water, and splashed a few handfuls on his face. It works in the vids, so why not give it a try. He laughed. I might not be as nervous, but at least now I’m wet, too.

      Turning the hot air nozzle on and spinning it up toward his head, blasting him dry in seconds and giving him an exaggerated rocker’s crown of hair. Waving it off, he hefted his duffel and gave one look back at the Tex-Mex tourist in the mirror. You’ve been through worse. This is just paperwork. Government drek in a land that shouldn’t even know you exist.

      Lex emerged back into the throughway and shuffled back into the line for the Awakened. It was a short line, so it wouldn’t be a long wait. Even so, he hated being in lines like this. It labelled him as a member of a very small percentage of the population, magic users, and as a technomancer. He was even a smaller slice of that minuscule pie. It put a spotlight on the one aspect of his life he couldn’t truly hide, and he hated that most nations and territories still did this at the borders.

      “Next!” The customs agent, a human in her mid-twenties, waved Lex over with a neatly manicured hand.

      Here we go, he thought.

      “Hello, and Toronto welcomes you to the UCAS. Bags on the belt, please. Documentation?” She gestured for him to pass his SIN through the small, glowing polymer arch on her podium. “Anything to declare?”

      “Just a little jet lag,” Lex grinned, dropping his rucksack onto the conveyer belt and flicking his AR SIN card into the scanning loop. The filaments in the arch flickered momentarily—an eternity of uncertainty for someone who can think and manipulate reality at the speed of thought—then the light turned a bright green and a gentle tone sounded in Lex’s ear. At the same time, three small, glassy stones on the podium danced with aetheric light, drawing a minuscule amount of energy from his aura and verifying his multi-faceted nature.

      “Well, Mr. Torres, it says here you declare as…an urban shaman?”

      He wasn’t an urban shaman. Not even close. But even with the new studies being done all over the world, there were still way too many questions and superstitions surrounding technomancy to be completely honest about his magical awakening. It was just easier to fudge the truth a little than to get the looks and the questions when he admitted his mystical connection the Matrix. The average person didn’t know the ins and outs of mysticism, shamanism, or much else—let alone the mysteries of a naturally born technomantic resonance. “Yes.”

      “Oh! What totemic balance?”

      “Hmm?” So much for people not knowing the ins and outs of magic!

      “Your totem?” She restated the question, smiling as she flicked and ticked various boxes of data in his AR customs window.

      “Is that recorded somewhere or something?” The question was an honest one. Seemed weird to have spiritual allegiances on some kind of file or something. Roll Out always said that stuff can be pretty private to some folk.

      “Oh, no.” She shook her head. “I’m an arcanalogy student over at the university, and whenever I get to work the Awakened queue, I ask a lot of questions. I hope you don’t mind. Just forget about it, okay?”

      “Armadillo,” he said firmly, tapping the silver and turquoise idol at his throat. Sorry Roll Out, he internally apologized to his dead friend, I’ll make a legit offering to make up for this when I get back to the ’plex. He might as well help cement the ruse. “The house of the banded road rat is where my soul calls home.”

      “That’s a pretty rare one up around here. Keep that in mind when you try to commune.” She swept back the SIN field to his document tags. “Might be a minute before the little guy comes calling.” She gestured for Lex to pass through the clear plastic turnstile. “You can get your bag at the end of the row. Welcome to Toronto, Mr. Torres.”

      “Thank you,” Lex tried not to show too much relief, which was easy when he reached the end of the line and looked around for his ruck—which was not waiting for him like the nice young lady said.

      “Sir?” A bulky ork in a UCAS Transit Security uniform held up Lex’s luggage in one hand over a long, surgical steel table around the side of the scanning area. “Is this yours?”

      “Now what?” Lex muttered, the augur of travel-based frustration finally boring through his patience. He walked around to stand across the table from the UTS agent. “Yes. I mean, yes, it is. What’s the problem?”

      “Do you have anythin’ in here you’d like to discuss or declare as potentially dangerous to myself or other security agents takin’ a look here in your bag?” The ork was all business, which was refreshing, but the way his eyebrows arched, Lex knew something wasn’t right.

      What the hell could this be about?

      “In the future, sir,” the ork reached a blue plasticine-gloved hand into the bag and produced Lex’s enormous combat knife. “Checked bag or no, make sure stuff like this is well-wrapped and maybe in a box or somethin’. If we had to go in after somethin’ in there and…stab! Then you’re in for it, for sure.”

      Lex’s knife was a present from one of his frequent running mates, a heavy ork street sam named Black Jacques with a penchant for sharp objects and putting them in people. It was comically huge in Lex’s hand, but fitted and mercury-balanced for his use nonetheless. It had micro sensors along the blade that tested and recorded anything that bled on it, creating a useful medical database or bio-tracking signature for Lex to use in the Matrix. It was fully legal, and didn’t require any kind of license to carry or travel with in the CAS, so he hadn’t even thought about it being under a towel at the bottom of his bag.

      “Oh, man!” Lex put his hands up in front of him in a show of honest apology. “My buddy must’ve tossed it in while I was packing,” he lied, “Do I need to ship it back home, or box it up for my stay, or what? It was really expensive, and I don’t want to have to tell him…”

      “Just be careful.” The ork smiled as he shoved the knife back inside, under his clothing, showing a row of grill-bridged teeth and two slightly oversized lower tusks. “Can’t fault you for packin’ a little. Toronto is a great place, but it does have a few down ’n’ outs. Open up the TorTrack program every now an’ again and watch for any of them conflict rise codes in your area, okay?”

      “I will.” Lex took the rucksack back. “And thanks for the tip. I wouldn’t even know what to look for if I got caught in a bad part of town.” You know, he mused, except for the ShadowNet or any of a thousand RunStops I could ask around in…

      Shouldering his bag, Lex passed into the main terminal—arrivals and departures mixing like cream in a soycafe.

      “Map of Toronto, sir?” His personal commlink chimed with an incoming social probe—from an unknown source. Just like he would physically grab someone poking him blindly by the hand and force them to the ground with what little bit of aikido Canvas had taught him, he wrapped a tentacle of his resonance around the incoming communique’ and hurled it into a firewalled cell inside of his commercial equipment. It wasn’t the kind of digital maneuver that would stop a solid decker, but it gave him a little more peace of mind.

      “Is there a problem, sir?” the deep-engineered pleasant tones of the automated voice asked in response to the message’s being held in a state of error.

      A quick digital sniff of the data showed it to be harmless, just annoyingly insistent on account of being powered by an advertising Matrix hub somewhere in the airport. He opened a port in the firewall and opened the message, rolling open a series of mapping waypoints of interest across the entire Toronto metroplex. Blinking points that showed real-time events happening around the city, future moments highlighted with AR triggers to Add to personal planner, and orange-shaded zones that were currently being investigated for Civil Unrest.

      Just like post re-assembly Canadians to softball even their danger quadrants, Lex mused, because “Red Zones” would have been too aggressive.

      “Thank you,” the automated communication added, “Enjoy the greater cityplex of Toronto. Act now and get twenty percent off tickets to the next Maple Leafs home game!”

      Lex saved the link and rolled up the AR window into his commlink. Before he started to fill in the slots of his ledger, maybe he should get checked in and comfortable. Opening up the travel docket that his Johnson arranged for him, he triggered the car service pick up.

      <Destination set. You have the choice of THREE pick-up locations within walking distance of your current location.>

      Overlook? No. Art installation two? No.

      His stomach growled as he flicked the last option.

      <Stuffer Shack Express. Affirm.>
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      Fifteen minutes later, Lex was sipping his unique concoction of citrus, factory-made tea, and dark caramel soda in between bites of his favorite Shack double-cheese, salsa-stuffed “burgerrito.” It hadn’t been on the menu in years, but from his own time working as a line “Stuffer,” he knew anyone working today would know how to slap one together off-menu. It was perfect, too. Just as he tossed back the last wadded up chunk of whey-protein tortilla, his commlink pinged that his ride had arrived.

      The car was a nice one. Not top-of-the-line or super-lux or anything, but definitely better than taking public transportation. It was made up as a tourist conveyance, with long, almost panoramic windows and the dashboard slotted with a dozen different pamphlets and brochures from around the greater Toronto area. It smelled vaguely of chemically fake cherries and supported the most perfectly non-threatening, gender-non-specific AR chauffeur suite image floating mid-center that occasionally would look over its shoulder to describe the nearest attraction on the drive across town.

      One of Lex’s sprites—a furry-shelled, pot-bellied thing in bright chartreuse he called Piggyback—was sitting on the driving suite’s digital lap like a child learning to steer from a parent. The travel agency had the car pre-registered to drive straight to the Leone Rampart Towers where his room was, and it had a surprisingly robust firewall in place. Lex’s first guess was to keep car thieves from lining up a cheap fare and jacking the ride. Sure, he could shatter it with ease, but to what end?  In situations like this, Piggyback was exactly the velvet gloved hands he needed to get this thing to take the long way around and see some sights. Just a happy little sprite massaging the code inference in the driving rig to add a few rolling stops along the way.

      Toronto rolled past outside the optically shielded windows. There was a very thin layer of snow and frost on pretty much everything, and although it would be evaporated by the end of the day, Lex couldn’t help but grin like a child at the sight of it. Dallas never got much snow, especially if the megacorp sponsors in charge of the climate pylons didn’t want any, and Lex was sure this was the first time he’d ever seen the stuff—the real stuff, anyway—with his normal, everyday eyes.

      As the car droned across town, Lex saw the shiny side of Toronto, that was for sure. Street art installations every few blocks, a hundred-meter-tall VR sculpture made from open source code that could be shaped and adjusted by anyone with a little Matrix skill. Toronto was living up to the hype as a great place to get away from the grind, even if it was because they were specifically not going into the so-called “Orange Zones.”

      The scenery changed from commercial sprawl to high rises and wageslaves. The come-and-go rush Lex was more accustomed to was evident here. But even as tides of data surged around pockets of humanity and metahumanity shifting this way and that like schools of fish, they still had a collective pleasantness coating them like an aura of satisfaction. Lex wasn’t so naïve as to believe these Torontonians were living some faerie tale dream or anything, but they just looked happier.

      Lex could feel the disparity in these Haves compared to the Have-Somes and Have-Nots of other parts of town, or those he remembered from elsewhere. Especially at traffic stops, Lex could feel the vibrations of cyberware, a hidden weapon here and there, and the occasional personal firewalled rig that screamed Lone Star asset or possible mid-market shadowrunner.

      A shadowrunner. Like he normally was. But not now. Right now he was a foreign tourist with a nicely padded corporate spending account.

      “You know what?” Lex spoke out loud, partially to the ambient driver holo-image, but mostly to Piggyback—who had complete control over the car at this point.

      “What do you need, boss?” The sprite was chipper in asking for new directions.

      Lex pulled out the corporate spending card and walked it across his knuckles like a poker chip. “Let’s do as the nice electronic lady said. I’ve only got two weeks before it’ll be back to contracts and shadows and Johnsons again. Time to make the most out of this, right?”

      “Oh, hell yeah, man!” This was the sprite he could always turn to if he needed that nudge to doing something wild. Since Sprites—even ones given a strange sense of personality like Lex’s—are just extensions of the technomancer’s own self; some more pared down than others.

      “Let’s see…” Lex flexed himself into the local news and announcement windows and poked through the headlines. Missing vidcaster on the upper east side. Unknown meta-cryptid seen downtown. Horizon stocks at an all-time low. Religious sites targeted by arsonists. Daiyanna Dimeeko cleared of all spiritual endangerment charges by authorities.

      No. Lex sighed, physically waving away the kinds of headlines Gilabyte would look through for clues or leads on work. I want to find fun things. Things regular civvies and mundanes do when they have the time and the nuyen.

      A museum exhibit opened. A new band scheduled to play at the Echo-7. Some kind of wining/dining event bannered at the Casa Loma. All 15/85 real protein products were 30% off at the PikWik. The Leafs were playing the Drakes—and it was free AR icon day!

      That’s the one, he told himself. Remembering the insistent advertising macro from the airport, Lex plucked the AR link to the discounted ticket deal out of his slush files and opened it up. It took him directly to the ticketing page for the arena, and his commlink courteously filled out all of the purchase information—including the discount code from airport message’s offer.

      Lex mentally swiped the information from his fancy credstick into the window, looking at its glossy surface shine in the glow of the flashy ad bars bordering the AR window. He was just about to press the big green GET TICKET oval floating in the aether before him, but he paused.

      You’re Lex, he mentally jabbed himself, not Gilabyte.

      “Head to the arena,” he commanded the sprite, feeling suddenly like the VIP this trip was supposed to treat him as. “The ticket and parking’s taken care of.”

      Lex felt the rush of an upper-class Norman as he flipped the cursor over and plunged his digital fingerprint into the shining golden EXECUTIVE UPGRADE button…
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      “What a great game!” Lex told Piggyback about his first foray into local attractions, if only to tell someone about it—even if that was to a semi-sentient piece of his own magical resonance. “I can see now why people watch the sport. It was like a nasty Urban Brawl square off…but with real rules and refs and a glass cage they put troublemakers.” He hadn’t been much of a hockey fan before, but ever since they allowed unaugmented orks on the ice, it was always an exciting spectacle.

      “Piggy? Remind me to score some Stars tickets when we get back to the ’plex.” Lex said even as the tag appeared in his digital scheduler.

      Canvas would hate it, but Black Jacques will eat it up, and Roll Out would’ve… Despite the rush from his first game, old wounds still poured a chill on his mind.

      “Leone Towers, then?” the sprite’s request for directions brought him back to the moment.

      “Let’s swing by the Grab-n-Go on the way,” Lex set the route in his mind and it appeared through Piggyback on the town car’s GridGuide pathways. “Who knows what the mini-bar will be like at Leone.”

      On the way to the shop he rolled out a quick shopping list—nothing big, just some essentials. As fast as he could think about the products they appeared on his list in white, then turned red while someone picked them up for him, then green when they were in his to go bag. By the time the car pulled up to the ‘n-Go’ window, his two bags of so-called essentials were paid for, ready, and basically tossed in the passenger window. Hell, Piggy barely had to slow down. This was the power of technology, and it was as much a part Lex as his blood or the heart that pumps it.

      Don’t know what I’d do without you guys. Lex mentally told Piggyback, and through her, the rest of the spritely stable tucked away in his mystic consciousness. The safety alert on the town car flickered in his peripheral a split second before the brakes locked and the horn blasted—startling two spacecase teenagers aimlessly wandering into the parking garage entrance row; both of which immediately shot profane hand gestures at the car as if it weren’t their fault they almost got hit. If it wasn’t for this tech, he mused, those kids would be getting washed off the pavement.

      “Welcome to Leone Rampant Towers, Mister Torres.” The holographic driver image smiled and announced their arrival. “I have already sent your check in message. Shall I request help for your baggage?”

      “No thank you. I’ve got this.”

      It was an express check in, and a posh elevator ride up to his floor. One hallway turn later and he was there. Pushing the door to his home-for-two-weeks open with a resonant nudge, he had to enter sideways due to the heaping bags of souvenirs and groceries in his arms.

      “—I mean, it would have been so prime if you and Jacques could have been here too, but I got a few minutes of footage on my link.” Lex was finally checking in with his friends back home, and he was so excited he hadn’t stopped talking since he stepped onto the elevator. “Canvas, I think we need to come back up here sometime between jobs. Hell, maybe work it into our gig tally with Mr. J at the firm? I dunno, but just being ‘Lex’ is a weird kind of relaxing. Sort of. Weird as a three-legged jogger, but still relaxing. I have to get settled in, I’ll send again in a day or two. Spec you soon.” <Send.>

      He packaged the triple-encrypted communique within an ad for nano-reactive hair dye—especially poignant considering Canvas kept a cleanly shaven head—and sent it off to his teammate back home.

      “Home,” he mused. “I guess that’s this place for the next three hundred and twenty-eight hours.”

      The condo at Leone Towers was truly upper class. Fully stocked minibar with some of the best synth-liquors an upscale budget can buy, a kitchenette where Lex could cook a relatively decent meal if he remembered even ten percent of what his parents had taught him growing up. Ambient lighting through imbedded wall and ceiling filaments, expensive wall art, and knicknacks? It had three different couches, each with a nearby AR rig for vid viewing or sim playing, distributed across the two other rooms—a lounging area open to the kitchenette, and the bedroom proper. A central matrix hub rose like a pillar out of the corner of the living suite, a nest of ’trodes laying limp over a holding rack in case someone—assuredly not Lex—needed to use them.

      The whole condo had plush carpet as thick as a warm sweater, temperature-based toneshift wall paint designed to look warmer when it wasn’t, and Lex could have sworn the air in here somehow smelled better than normal. Even if the pleasant odor might be in his head, the perfect summertime warmth in the air sure wasn’t. It was a shock of difference between the pre-autumn chill outside that prompted him to buy a thick souvenir jacket at the hockey game, which he peeled off almost immediately after getting to this climate-controlled paradise suite.

      And the bathroom? The bathroom was fit for a block king. Black marble everywhere the brushed steel wasn’t, and two adjoining tubs—one with a weird three-headed shower that just looked wasteful—that were large enough to host a party. Lex was pretty sure the threadcount in the towels was high enough to stop small arms fire. He was absolutely sure every bottle of soap, rinse, shampoo, and cleanser was coming back home with him at the end of this vacation, no question.

      After the whirlwind tour, Lex returned to the bags he offloaded on the kitchen counter and started unpacking, double-whistling Piggyback into being once again.

      “Righteo, pops,” the glowing entity sing-songed. “What’s the haps?”

      “Can you go find something classic on the vids, please?” Lex asked, knowing his resonant connection to the Matrix pseudo-spirit made it more of an order than a request. “Something from the ’30s maybe? I could use with a good old fashioned Kasanawa chop-’em-up flick.”

      The next four hours or so were filled with one hundred and seventeen ninja, sixty-four samurai, forty-one ronin, and a trio of badly made up, rubber-masked demonic warlords getting chopped, slashed, kicked, speared, and one even “chi flamed” by the hero of the story—Genjaro Kasanawa; an elven tailor-turned-monk whose gimmick were the silver thimbles on his index and middle fingers that gave him that special flash when he fought. It had been a long time since Lex had just dove into a movie marathon, especially on the high-end VR projection systems the condo sported. It felt good. Between the hockey game and the fu-flick run, this was starting to feel like a real vacation to Lex after all.

      But something was missing.

      Lex just couldn’t put his finger on it. He had the snacks. He had the high-end wine and the low-end beer. There was even the Bovinity brand “beef” stir-fry in the fridge. The cheesecake poppers in the freezer were half-cut with real cheese. He had everything.

      That’s it! He remembered back to the feel of a frosty mug in his teenage hand, hearing the way the words “Look at his skill, mijo!” rolled off his high-elven tongue, and he looked down at his empty fingers and watched the memory materialize.

      He laughed. “I forgot the Quetzol-cola!”

      That sickly sweet, supposedly cacao-flavored soda with the cartoonishly Mayan flair was always on hand when Lex was kicking back and relaxing back home, and while it was basically the ink prescriptions for diabetes was written in, Lex knew it was the only thing missing from this perfect moment.

      “Where can a guy find a four pack of Quetzol classic near Rouge Park?” Lex asked, sending his resonance flipping through the local advertisements and menu options. The various places within a short walk’s distance lit up on the map, “…at two a.m.?” The locations blinked back to monotone until only two places remained: the Neverland Candy Shoppe and Reggie’s Tavern. Lex didn’t want to deal with drunks and late-nighters on his first evening in town, so Neverland it was. The safest route, based on current local Lone Star reports, lit up in his technomantic vision like an AR feed. Toronto’s local weather report flashed across his internal senses, and Lex pulled his new Maple Leafs pleather jacket over his shoulders and headed out to follow the yellow-code road.
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      The streets were pretty vacant this late at night, but there were still the occasional passersby. Drunks headed home from their night out. Graveyard shift workers done for the evening. A pair of professional party gals looking for a high-class date. The growing chill of the night was probably keeping most of the general folk in; at least it seemed the case that night.

      Spending half a decade as Gilabyte had turned up Lex’s…what did Canvas call it again?…situational awareness. While he was just another tourist walking through the streets of Toronto at the early hours of the morning, he couldn’t help zooming his focus in on every passerby. He took note of each AR feed, each wireless ping, and whatever else rippled in the Matrix, making sure everything was on the up and up. There were a few small arms here and there, and, idling at a crossroads, one ork on a modified ape-hanger lit up with illegal cyberware and barely hidden weaponry, but he rode on when the light changed.

      After realizing it was going to be a pretty long walk this late at night, Lex tapped into the Matrix to schedule up a ride home. How long would he need? Twenty? Thirty minutes, maybe?

      Looming in front of him, glowing like a palace of green plastic and humming LED light arcs, was the Neverland Candy Shoppe. The whole establishment was themed on each wall with a different landscape from a popular children’s story from the 20th century, Peter and Wendy, by some guy named Barrie. The high-density glass walls of the front shimmered with iridescent paint and AR waterflows showing mermaids frolicking in the surf. The image paused and parted like curtains as Lex stepped up to the doors.

      Squinting, Lex stepped into a showroom bathed in sterile white lights, animated holographic images scattered across the walls like pages torn from the storybook, and rows upon rows of high-end vending system machines. These were similar to the kind of dispensary machines found in middle-class habitat stacks and airports—but part of a bigger, fancier system. A swipe of a SINformation-laden credstick sent a junk food smorgasbord to the end of the line bagging. This was almost more of a cafeteria than a snack shop, but somehow it had a classier feel than the Pop-N-Chomps and Lady Sugah’s Lex was used to. If it wasn’t the contents that spoke to him, it was the automated tech-factor that pulled on his heartstrings.

      He was looking for a four-pack of Quetzol-cola Classic. But as he strolled through the twisting cobblestone-imaged pathway, he couldn’t help gathering up a few extra things he never even knew he wanted until they danced, plinked, or lit up in front of him. Brittlebark, SyrupSnaps, and a jar of Everwarm Vanilla Berryfloof.

      At the final weigh-n-scan location, Lex swiped his credstick and heard the successful transaction tones, but the locking seal on the retaining drawer just clacked at him when he tried to open it.

      “Frag it,” he muttered. “Open…up…” He flexed his resonance slightly into the mechanism, feeling around if there was any software or triggerable hardware that he could trigger. There is almost always something that can be tripped or surged, but sometimes not without harming the machine. Nothing subtle, he noted, pulling his feelers back into himself.

      “Hello? Anyone here?” Lex said, looking for some kind of clerk, maybe even a janitor—but alas, no one was there. The whole place was automated. Just an AR indicator that read Press For Help, which he did.

      A hidden door slid open in the back wall just beneath a swarm of twinkling AR faeries dancing in a canopy of lanterns. The man who emerged was dressed head to toe in a garish, neon-colored pirate costume—including a mascot-sized foam helmet that looked like a cartoon caricature of a drunk. On his chest was an emblazoned nametag: Smee.

      “What’s the prob, ears?” The man’s voice, although slightly muffled by the oversized foam headgear, was scratchy, hissy—almost a growl—but the tone was pleasant and helpful, with that Torontonian uptick at the end.

      “Um.” Lex was taken aback. “The drawer’s—”

      “Stuck,” Smee interrupted. “Yeah, the locking ring gets stuck now and ’gain. Just takes a little…” he rolled up his clownish sleeves. “…elbow grease to pop it open from the back way ’round.” His forearms, Lex noted, were a strange shade of blue-gray and streaked with shiny scar tissue. It wasn’t the kind of color he typically saw, and was too blotchy to be a cosmetic shift.

      Smee shoved his hands behind the dispensary device and gave a couple shoves, then a grunt that ended with an odd clack of his teeth. The dispensing drawer popped open with an audible ding of a completed sale.

      “There y’are, then.” Smee noticed where Lex’s eyes were focused and hurriedly, almost ashamedly, pulled his sleeves back down to cover himself, quickly retreating toward the secret staff door again. “Thanks for stoppin’ by and shopping at Neverland’s.”

      “Thanks,” Lex said, “I reckon I was really gettin’…” but the words bounced off Smee’s back without response. The awkward worker had already half disappeared behind the closing door.

      Alone again, Lex gathered up his two-nuyen carry bag and hopped back outside to wait for his ride.

      <Due to increased illegal activity in the area, your scheduled Go Trek ride has been handed to a local carrier… … …>

      <Four Tires Fast has accepted your rideshare. Your driver is named Auris Daredion. Your destination is shared with one passenger; T. Serastes.>

      <Arrival in approx.7 minutes>

      Waiting in front of the Candy Shoppe, Lex couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched. He looked back over his shoulder into the bright beacon of the building every so often, thinking he was going to see a line of hungry onlookers from within. Or, at the very least, some late-night beetle or banger staking out what could be prime hunting grounds for all he knew. The thought pulled Lex closer to the bright red emergency comms pylon a few dozen paces from the door. He stepped inside the warming red glow, accidentally activating the AR window of the hardline commlink attached to the device.

      “Red Rookery Safety Service. Do you have an emergency? Do you need expedient assistance?” The voice streamed in through the hard comms, semi-startling Lex when it crackled to life. He had heard of these private security firms in the UCAS before. They pay to put in these comm units in high ‘activity’ areas, and come storming in like the cavalry when things go sour and someone lights up their switchboard. Then, when everyone’s safe and sound, they track over the bill for their services.

      What a racket, Lex scoffed mentally, but was verbally polite. “Na’aw man. Thanks for the check up, but I reckon I just got too close to your thing here.”

      If you aren’t in need of services, please step outside of the reactive ringlet painted on the pavement. Thank you. When it means no paycheck, the dismissal came quick.

      “Never mind.” Lex stepped toward the street, cutting off the connection. “My ride just got here.”

      The make service that got called for him was definitely not the TravelSuite town car. A massively oversized SUV with LED-illuminated rims, an oil-slickish color-shifting paintjob, and the Four Tires Fast cartoony logo printed on slap-cling plastic stuck to the hood rolled up. It spun a quick U-turn in the middle of the street, half-sliding to a stop in the wet gutter fast enough to pop the front tire onto the curb. The fractal-tinted driver’s side window hummed open, and a billowing cloud of pink-haze erupted out along with a troll’s thickly muscled arm and unevenly horned head. Flicking his Chroma-trode stylish glasses down to reveal rosy, bloodshot eyes, he sucked air through his teeth.

      “Torres?” He grunted, the dull thump of bass heavy music reverberating at a low volume behind his deep, gravelly voice. “I’m Auris. Hop on ’round.”

      “Hoi, hoi.” Lex opened the door to the back seat and started to duck inside, but had to wait for the scrawny, mid-20s human to scoot over in the seat. His flame-orange, floppy mohawk covered one of his steel-gray eyes, but not enough to cover how fully inebriated he was.

      “Lemme make room for ya, Torres.” He coughed out wisps of pink smoke, laughed ay himself, and extended an open hand. “Name’s Tyson.”

      “Lex,” he dragged his fingers across Tyson’s, ending the maneuver with a light snap. “Good to meetcha, chummer.”

      “Shut d’damn door,” the troll commanded from the front, “It’s just a short ride an’ you’re lettin’ out all my secondhand!”

      As they headed across the short section of town, Lex and Tyson made conversation about their respective reasons for being in Toronto. Between the creeping tingle of Tyson’s chemi-vape pen exhalations and the almost hypnotic thrum of dance music from the SUV’s many speakers, the two passengers found a great deal of common ground to talk about.

      They both were visiting from far away; Lex from Dallas and Tyson from Sacramento. They both had techno-centric jobs; Lex said he was in Matrix support—which wasn’t a total lie—and Tyson was the number seven ranked Crash-X player in the California Free State. Lex is evenly from Mexican and Irish heritage, and Tyson is half-Hawaiian and half-German. In just a few kilometers of road, they became friends. Best friends? Of course not. But it was nice to have a non-Sprite to talk to.

      The two of them were so busy with their own conversation, in fact, they barely noticed when the ride pulled up into the Leone drop off area. Their respective accounts were charged for the trip, Auris received two healthy tips, and they headed inside.

      They nodded at the doorman, half-waved to the guy at the desk—a human with incandescent hair implants—and was about to probe the elevator using his resonance to skip a dozen floor stops to make himself a priority, but paused.

      “Where to?” Lex asked, his finger hovering over the AR keypad. It was unnecessary for him to do so while his resonance controlled the whole panel, but the physical gesture was less noticeable.

      “I’m up on three.” Tyson ran a hand through his hair. “You wanna swing in, play a few levels of Crash or somthin’?”

      “Not tonight, chum. I just got in, and I’m wrecked. Maybe tomorrow.” Lex just wanted to get upstairs, turn up the room climate to “sweat and swelter” long enough to rip the last of the chill out of his bones, and finish his movie marathon before hopefully passing out from a sucrose crash.

      And he did just that.

      It took four and a half minutes to open the bags and containers, make a plate of pre-diabetes, and pour the perfect glass of Quetzol-cola—the kind where the last few drops created a meniscus at the very top of the rim and he had to sip just a tiny bit to avoid spillage. Lex settled back into the plasmatic-foam support cushion of the couch, wriggled a little bit to make sure every cell of non-Newtonian semifluid contoured to his pose perfectly, then began to reach out with his resonance…

      No, he stopped himself. Let’s do this vacation style. Lex leaned over, careful not to spill his soda, and grabbed the physical remote control to the vid rig. He thumbed it to life, resettling into the high-tech cushion and paging through the menus until the enormous AR screen hanging in the air sat on the repeating twenty frames of menu for Kasanawa’s Silver-Tipped Fury IV.

      “Perfect.” Lex took a gulp from his cola, used the Berryfloof’s attached plastic spoonette to glob some onto one of the expensive champagne crackers he found in the minibar, and let out a full-lunged sigh of ease. For once in his adult life, Lex felt like he was utterly empty of stress, worry, and want. He was, at that moment, happy to be 0% Gilabyte and 100% Alejandro Torres.

      He flicked on the vid. In less than a second, the viewer filled the condo with over five thousand three hundred different colors, twisting and flexing in the highest of definitions stood a nearly life-sized martial arts legend walking down a dusty road toward his next adventure.

      Lex grinned as wide—maybe wider—as he ever did watching these with his dad as a kid. Compared to the projection field they had at the house when he was little, seeing this using such amazing technological broadcasting methods was astonishing. He could even see the patterns printed on his signature silver thimbles, and laughed at old-film continuity when they would change from scene to scene accidentally.

      He took a bite from his floof-cracker and washed it down with syrupy goodness. The sugar rush almost immediately tingled through his extremities. Like a coiled spring, his muscles were ready to pop and flex in conjunction with the battle about to unfold on the vid before him…

      ZZZZZZMMMMfffffffmmmmmm…. *POP!*

      It was the strange sound of a dozen different devices powering down around him.

      Everything—which meant almost literally everything—that ran on the Matrix’s power grid had suddenly gone dark. The vidcast disappeared. The lights in the room turned off. The nanotech smoke-tint of the glass in the windows went clear.

      But it was more than that; there was no more hum of the refrigeration unit in the kitchen. The condo’s climate box no longer put out the trickle of heat to fight off the autumnal chill. Even the magnetic seal on the front door let out a tiny popping sound as it stopped holding itself together, but the physical latch held it closed.

      The only light in the room came from the tiny green activity badge on the smoke alarm nestled in the ceiling—battery fed, no doubt—and the streams of silvery moonlight coming in the now-clear windows. Thankful for his sharp elven eyes, Lex walked over to the windows and pushed one of them open. The blast of pre-winter breeze this high in the air almost took his breath away, but curiosity was stronger than discomfort. Holding the ledge with white knuckles, he leaned out to look over the nearby area.

      It wasn’t just Leone Towers. Or the block. The blackness stretched for blocks and blocks, with only scattered motes of light here and there, most likely from emergency power grids or magical sources. The sheer silence of a blacked-out Toronto at four a.m. was sobering.

      “Take a vacation, he said. Relax, he said.” Lex sighed. “What a great start.”
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      Toronto, or at least as far stretching in all directions Lex could see from his open window, was dark. Not just the lights, either. The street-surface traffic guiders were black. Most of the light at street level was coming from the headlights on cars, glowing spells from practitioners, and the occasional dumpster or barrel fire flared to life down an alley or walkway even as Lex watched.

      Even the emergency beacons were unlit; they should have been spinning with dazzling yellow and blazing white at the end of every block.

      “Hey Peppy?” Lex spoke into the darkness, suddenly realizing a strange and reluctant numbness in his resonance as he uncoiled its grasp, braiding the tendrils into a familiar coalescence. Out of the metaphysical cat’s cradle he was weaving came his glowing blue butterfly of a sprite, its weirdly feline face framed with a furrowed brow of worry.

      “What do you need? What is wrong…?” Peppy’s communications always sounded like a mixture of wind chimes and a 20th century modem underwater, but now it had a strange warble to it—as if the energic spirit was able to sound worried. “What's the matter?”

      “Nothing is wrong, but can you go see how far the power is out?” Lex pointed to the open window—not that sprites used physical portals anyway. “I reckon this is bad, but I want to know just how screwed we are, okay?”

      “Will do!” Peppy sped away into the night air, tiny indigo sparks trailing behind her.

      “It can’t be that bad, not really.” Lex spoke out loud to help calm his own nerves. It was a habit from the time when he was young. His parents always thought it was just their son making idle chatter with the spirits around the house, and once his resonance manifested, it became truth, in a matter of speaking. Even so, Lex spoke to himself to “do the math out loud,” so to speak.

      Pulling the window shut and turning back to his condo, he let his elven eyes adjust and sharpen to the gloom of the room. “Aw, hells,” he grunted, seeing the half-eaten floof-on-a-cracker stuck facedown to the carpet next to the lounge. He must have knocked it over when the lights went out. Lex went ahead and scooped it up.

      Even though there was no reason to believe it would work, he tapped his finger repeatedly on the box module that would normally connect him to the building’s support services, janitorial staff, and so forth. Unsurprisingly, there was not so much as the clack of a speaker connection to talk to, let alone any sort of response. The silence hit him like a fist, and his mind reeled.

      Can I send comms? It was a legitimate worry. The Matrix routes communications all the time through the aetherspace, bouncing them from hub to hub to hub until it gets to its destination. Normally, with the right resonance push or a sprite playing courier, he could skip a downed or risky hub or two, so it was worth a try.

      Lex grabbed his backup commlink, the one with the battery assist, and quickly tapped out a quick message to someone on the outside world.

      <Hey Canvas. I know I just pinged you last night, but things up here are weird. Just let me know if you get this.>

      He pushed the manual sending trigger and the commlink—urging it along with a stiff spark from within—and got nothing. Nothing.

      That was the moment Lex began to understand the predicament he—and everyone else in the blacked-out area—truly was in.

      The room, being as high up as it was, was actually starting to feel cooler than before—especially when within a few paces of either window—so Lex went to go to the hall closet and grab an extra blanket. He was already so used to the proximity slider on the doors that he actually jammed his fingertips against the lacquered slats, having already extended his hand to reach inside when the reality of the situation physically struck him.

      Most internal doors, cabinets, and slides in the suite had alternate manual methods of opening, but for someone so used to automation, it caused a constant series of jerky stops, false starts, and second guesses. It was diametrically opposed to his natural elven agility, and he could proverbially hear his father’s disapproving sighs from halfway across the continent.

      And even with twelve ounces of super-concentrated sugar and caffeine in his system, the natural instinct to sleep when it was dark was trying to take over.

      Peppy not being back yet meant the Grid would be off for at least a little while if it was still out scouring for the edge of this powerlessness. Reaching out with his resonance felt thoroughly off, and with no active Matrix-space to help carry it wirelessly, it was exhausting. The current world, or rather, a world without current…was cold, claustrophobic, and maddeningly quiet.

      Worry and boredom battled over Lex’s wakefulness. It had been a crazy long day; one for the record books, but he wouldn’t feel right crashing out with one of his precious little techno-spirits roaming around in all of this unknown. After reading the same ten pamphlets and the back of every snack box, wrapper, or pouch he had at his fingertips—twice—he gave in to the heavy eyelids and near-constant yawning to try get some sleep.

      Maybe it’ll be on by morning, he hoped. Wrapping up in his warmest shirt, two extra blankets, and the beige duvet bed covering, Lex tucked himself into the single most comfortable bed he had ever been in. The troll-sized mattress allowed Lex to stretch his limbs out to their fullest. One last try can’t hurt, right? He took a deep breath that transformed into an exhausted yawn.

      Once in a perfectly comfortable position, Lex reached out with every part of his resonance, making sure not to cut the strands still thinly linking him to faraway Peppy. Normally, when Lex would do something as drastic as this—a full technomantic search of the area—he’d have to avoid firewalls, GOD’s watchful spies, local deckers ready to spread their own nasty malware, intrusion-based advertisements, and more. Even with so many twists and turns and false avenues to take, the Matrix itself helped push and power his expanding energies. This was…different.

      Like a spilled drink being absorbed into the nooks and crannies of a bar napkin, Lex’s resonance stretched out looking for anything powered to catch a moment’s relief of crawling through such a dead Grid. Small sources, like battery-fed handhelds, the small tools in people’s kits, the occasional piece of bio-fed cyberware. They were like resonant stepping stones in a river giving his presence a brief respite while trying to swim upstream.

      It’s too much, he thought. He hadn’t even noticed the sheets of the bed being balled up in his fists, which were white-knuckled and slightly numb from pushing his resonance across the black gridscape. Already exhausted from the day’s events, this technomantic search was taking its toll. I can’t hold it.

      Seeing tiny flecks of glitter at the edge of his vision when he opened his eyes, he inhaled deeply with the begin of another yawn. As his lungs filled with chilly air from the physical plane around him, his spread-too-thin resonance parallelly sucked back within him on the aetheric one.

      “Toronto has amazing emergency services already out there and working hard.” He told himself as he rapidly gave in to the exhaustion. “I’m sure it’ll be fine tomorrow.”
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      It wasn’t fine.

      With no access to the scheduling planner in the Matrix, or even the suite-side AR programmable timepiece, Lex woke up several hours after sunrise.

      The windows, unable to nanoshift to keep out the dawn, let daylight lance through the sleeping technomancer’s eyelids. He rolled and twisted for nearly an hour trying in vain to keep out the glow, but eventually he gave in to mid-morning’s ceaseless attempts at rousing him.

      “Unh,” he groaned, wrapping a pillow around his head, “it is way too early, Peppy.” After a moment of no response, Lex peeked out from under his fluffy polyester-blend shield to look around the room.

      “Peppy?” he said again, thinking that maybe the Matrix being down last night might have confused the little watcher sprite. Peppy? He fought the numbing cold of the powerless datascape, using his resonance to amplify his voice through its darkness.

      No response.

      “Frag it,” Lex groaned dramatically, swinging his legs off the edge of the bed. The carpet was soft beneath his feet and, as soon as the chill of the no-longer-controlled air washed over his exposed body, he almost retreated back into the warmth of the blankets again. “No no no!” He slapped the sides of his face to keep him upright. “Stay up, you knife-eared terabyte bruja.”

      It really was an eye-opener for someone like Lex to walk through a normal morning without the benefit of 21st-century wonders. He stood naked in the shower for a full minute before realizing there were no manual water controls, giving up and taking a washcloth bath using the sink basin—which required countless depresses of the same shiny plunger for 10 second increments of poor water pressure.

      Every breakfast item Lex had picked up the day before required a few minutes in the convection oven or the microwave, leading to a less-than-delectable meal made of sugar snacks, to-faux jerky, and one honeycorn mochi bun. Washing it down with a powerfully sweetened cola, Lex traded quick satiation for what would surely be a stomachache later on. Gotta get a move on, he told himself. Need to get out and see how long this no-tech hell is going to last. Go check on Tyson, maybe he knows something about all this.

      Life in the present day and age was so heavily automated, especially for a technomancer, that no amount of doing things the analog way felt right at all. While getting dressed, Lex absentmindedly waved for the morning infocast to tell him the weather—twice—before realizing it wasn’t going to work. He went with “warm and layered in the shirt and jacket, but with a dash of cowboy style in leathers and boots.” He sighed however, when he snapped closed the magnetic smuggler’s pouch in his jacket liner where he normally would’ve stashed his sidearm.

      I don’t even have a contact here to scrounge up a piece if I wanted one, he thought. And I damn well want one! Lex shifted his laundry around in his bag, tossing objects to one side until he uncovered his only weapon: the enormous combat knife Canvas snuck into his baggage. With no Grid to feed from, even the tracking wireless signal from the blade was silent.

      Lex had been in localized power outages and Matrix shutdowns before, and knew the unnatural calm that came with them, but somehow this was different. This was deeper. More total. Lex had to push himself outward to even feel batteries. Things that would normally ping off his resonance like sparks in the night were so withdrawn, so hidden behind a haze of darkness, it carried with it a numbing totality he had never known previously. Add to that the strangeness of Peppy still not being back yet, and he knew this wasn’t an average Grid drop.

      He needed to take advantage of the daylight, maybe talk to a few locals about this, and see if it is something they are fixing already. Maybe head a little further to the high-power hubs at the edge of the metroplex so he might get a message out. But he knew he had to be prepared. Toronto might be well known for its civility, but change can do strange things to people. Lex needed to be ready for the possibility of trouble.

      “How the hell am I…” he trailed off, trying to figure out where to put his obscenely large combat knife. Since he couldn’t bring a sidearm, he’d had no reason to pack his tactical harness—which had a hip sheath fit for the blade.

      Lex tried multiple ways to stash the knife, and each time it was too big to fit safely, or else it would be noticeable from a mile away. What he needed was a strong, flat magnet to tuck to one side of his…belt! Spinning his fancy pleather belt so the brushed steel buckle—the one that used incredibly strong magnetic plates to stay in place—was at the base of his back, he positioned it so both plates would grab the side of the knife. It took a little adjusting, but after a few twists and jumping jacks in place to check the magnet strength, Lex mentally shrugged. I’m sure it’ll be fine, he convinced himself.

      Unlatching the door to the suite manually and sliding it open with a grunt, Lex popped out into the hallway and got three paces away before he realized he had no way to actually lock the door to his condo. Again, it was the little things he took for granted.

      He paused in front of the door, thinking of different ways to jam it closed, or prop something in the path to see if someone got in. In the end he decided to just leave it as it was: closed and unlatched. Aside from his clothes and a few hundred nuyen in primo packaged foodstuffs, what could really get stolen from his suite compared to anyone else’s around here?

      Walking to his floor’s elevator landing, he found a group of three Torontonians standing around arguing about why the lifts weren’t working. Of course the elevators are dead, he thought. As he slipped down the hallway to the stair access, an anxiety-wracked Leone Towers employee emerged from a utility closet so quickly Lex nearly collided with him.

      “Oh!” the young man said, half out of breath, taken aback, “I’m sorry, sir. Pardon me!”

      “No skin, chum.” Lex smiled. “Generators down?”

      “Generators. Matrix links. Bulk freezers,” he replied, shaking his head sadly. “The whole fraggin’ grid is down.”

      “How far does the brown out stretch?”

      “Brown?” The building staffer whistled. “This is a blackout. Like, everything. If it ain’t on battery juice, it ain’t goin’. Emergency services is going crazy out there trying to figure out what the hell happened and get everything—” he swallowed nervously. “—what the hell am I saying? Anything—get anything up and running again.”

      Anything? Lex’s mind went blank. He had been in power drags before, but never been in any sort of situation as complete and techno-apocalyptic as what this man was suggesting.

      “If you’re heading out,” the man continued, “be sure to hit up the food truck lots over in Scarborough and stock up. With most of the eateries and restaurants around here in the dark, they’re going to be the best fresh grub available that won’t cost you a month’s salary.”

      “Thanks.” Lex was honestly happy to have that bit of information, especially considering his plastic-wrapped breakfast of barely food-shaped chemical compounds.

      “You’re welcome.” The employee jangled his set of manual tools for opening doors and accessing storage units and such, heading back to his rounds. “I’m off to save your neighbors from a ton of broken fingernails and bruised egos.”

      Lex headed the opposite way, finding the swinging door labelled “stairs,” joining several others avoiding the shock-still elevators to head down toward the lobby.

      They were obviously designed to meet the basic codes of safety and utility, but big feet like theirs would overlap these polycrete slats pretty badly. One bad step, and a meta monster would go head over heels for at least a flight or two.

      When Lex finally got down to the third floor, he slipped out of the stairwell and started looking around for signs of Tyson. What room did he say? Damn it! Instead of playing “knock and see who answers”, he pushed out his resonant feelers again—this time looking for the kind of high-end gaming rig equipment a ranked Crash player would have in his suite.

      It was still like pouring molasses through cheesecloth, but his resonance had far more battery-fed devices and low-juice avenues that were opened up to leapfrog upon. As the building was now teeming with people getting up and first realizing the grid was down, commlinks and some personal tools abound were trying—in vain—to access the Matrix. Lex let his searching tendrils bounce off of them like skipping stones until he found what had to be Tyson.

      Nobody else would likely have a Hurikane-VII VR gaming rig, let alone be spinning one up in off-net mode during a citywide Grid crash. Lex laughed, but honestly, if that’s what you need to keep your mind off the dropping temperatures and the lack of common amenities—so be it.

      Lex headed over to Tyson’s door and gave it three hard knocks. No answer. Three heel-of-his-hand pounds on the door. Again, nothing. He probably can’t hear me with his rig running. Lex bit his lower lip. He liked Tyson, but did he like him enough to reveal his talents? More importantly, was the cutting-edge tech of that Hurikane-VII enough to let him blast a message out to Canvas?

      I’m gonna risk it.

      Plunging himself into the fast-paced processors, faceted visualizers, and predictive intelligence deciphers, he found Tyson’s VR avatar—a massive troll war hero clad in urban fatigues—browsing through a floating inventory window containing half a dozen articles or war, three protein bars, and… a collection of decorative snowglobes?

      Perfect. Lex plucked pieces of code out of the stream and threw them back up in the form of letters across his oh-so-silent ‘message from HQ’ window frame.

      <Tyson? Come answer your door. IRL.>

      “Whoa!” the troll roared, stepping back from the window like it was going to bit him—which, as a static graphic in a pause menu, caused it to push forward toward him. “Patty? Is that you? How the fraggity frag?”

      Lex would’ve loved to mess with him. It was the perfect set up to mess with someone’s head, but it was not the time. He made note for a future interaction, however.

      <No, man! It’s me, Lex. From the ride over last night? I’m at your door. Lemme in.>

      “How the frag are you doin’ this, man?” Tyson’s troll started poking, grabbing, and ungrabbing items at random in the window, opening up a secondary network settings window to show all incoming and outgoing signals were completely flatlined on the Grid.

      Well, there goes that idea. Lex thought, sighing at the black comms grid on the gaming device. <Just let me in, I’ll explain.>

      The connection went dark, leaving Lex’s resonance alone inside the rig. If he had any ideas about using it to try and boost a message’s signal, they were dead in the water. Gaming matrix lines were just as black as the comm lines.

      The door opened to reveal Tyson, clad in the same t-shirt from the night before and a pair of boxer shorts decorated with cartoony, smiling goblin faces. His orange mohawk was crumpled under the headgear portion of his ‘complete immersion’ trode-cap, but the goggle-like lenses were hanging loose around his neck. “Lex! That’s a helluva trick, man! How did you…”

      “You can say…I’ve got a knack for machines.” Lex smiled, the pupils of his eyes returning from pinpricks as his resonance coalesced within again.

      “Wait.” Tyson leaned in and squinted. “I’ve seen pixel-pupils like that! They kicked a guy out of the Neo-Tokyo pre-lims last year for being a technomancer. Her eyes were just like that when they escorted her out of the Soladome. If she could do that text bomb thing you just hit me with, no wonder!”

      “Don’t make a big deal out of it.” Lex’s brow furrowed. “Seriously. Nobody here really knows. I need to keep it that way.”

      “Whatever you need, brocefus.” Tyson nodded, his ’trodes flopping around like rubberized, fiber optic dreadlocks. “Speakin’ of, what’s so important?”

      “I…” Lex thought about telling the truth about using him for his gamer-strong hardware paths, but decided it was safer to sugarcoat things a bit. “I’m heading out to see how bad the blackout really is, maybe grab some grub while the grabbing’s still good, I reckon. Wanted to see if you were okay, and if you wanted to come with.”

      “Naw, man,” Tyson looked down at his state of lackadaisical half-dress and snickered. “I’m sure this will blow over. In Sacro, we blow Matrix leads all the time. Too many people overclocking their rigs, lots of cluster-feeds, that sort of thing. I’ve heard good things about the Ront’s infrastructure teams, I bet we’ll be back, warm, and clobbering code again by dinnertime.”

      “Alright, chum.” Lex wished he had such confidence. The shadowrunner part of him simply wouldn’t allow for that kind of naïve optimism. “I’ll check in, when I get back.”

      “Ooh!” Tyson barked down the hall as the technomancer headed back toward the stairwell access door. “If you can, I’d love a Duo Chai!”

      Waving over his shoulder, he disappeared into the stairwell. Hopping downstairs and through the lobby, the technomancer headed out into the street.

      Things were busy, but it was remarkably chaotic. Smaller cars—the ones that made the most out of battery storage—still zipped around the streets, avoiding all the vehicles that became powerless shortly after the street surface grid stopped charging them. Owners did what they could to push their autos into available spaces, if only to get them out of the way of the vehicles still on the road, or away from interested parties theoretically eager to investigate the abandoned cars.

      As Lex walked along the well-mapped sidewalks, his shadowrunner’s instincts highlighted several changes to the streetside life moving around the city. On his town car ride over from the airport, there was a thick layer of common civs and very few signs of anyone who could be considered on an active list or team roster somewhere. But today? Today, there were twice as many rough meta types on the streets, and he lost count of the low-tech weapons—knives, clubs, swords, and the like—visible on peoples’ hips and backs before he even left Moore Park.

      It was a simple fact: unplug a considerable portion of a city all at once, and things got weird fast.
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      Almost two hours of walking, asking around, and backtracking through the chilly autumn streets of Toronto. That’s how long it took Lex to cross two subsections of Toronto and reach the neighborhood of Scarborough, but for the last twenty minutes, he knew he was headed in the right direction because of the smells. Peppers. Breads. Oil. Some kind of protein. That sweet aroma of caramelizing onions. A mysteriously sharp tinge that could be citrus, maybe?

      The food truck block was almost two blocks long, a scattered line of converted vehicles all churning out delectable items ranging from so-called “walking tacos” and “poutine rolls” to skewers of mystery meat drenched in gravy to sweet cake lumps deep-fried and rolled in sucrose. It was busy today, with a variety of locals grouped around the most popular trucks.

      Lex looked at the scene in parts. People clutched their food and chatted like wage slaves huddled around an office water cooler. Judging by the wear, tear, and grime on some of the scattered folk, many of them bouncing from one group to the next asking for scraps or spare nuyen, there was a healthy scavenging aspect here, too.

      Then there were the predators. Gangers, more than likely, by the similar dress codes and fiercely focused eyes. Texan condors had the same look, looking down at the hustle and bustle of Dallas life until a morsel paused out in the open long enough.

      Lex saw that same razor-sharp focus on a few of the truck feeders, sizing up potential targets in the churning populace here. It wasn’t his place to muck about in the local social food chain, but Lex felt bad knowing he could tell who was going to a proverbial meal soon enough. Even with the blackout threatening the general way of life in a city like Toronto, the nature of some things simply didn’t change. The strong preyed upon the weak.

      Maybe just a little less Alejandro and a bit more Gilabyte today, he thought as he drifted through the swirl of humanity and metahumanity, weaving between the twenty-odd trucks. Feeling the eyes of a hungry (possibly both literally and figuratively) troll with some street rep tats on her neck settle upon him, Lex stopped to look at the That’s a Wrap sushi burrito truck.

      He had no desire for its wares, but its truckside menu was perfectly placed where he could spin in place, tuck his jacket behind his hand on his hip, and show off the giant blade at his back in an universal frag off or get stuck gesture. It was the street-level version of a poisonous bug flashing its colors to a would-be attacker; unless someone was truly motivated to do so, it was enough to get passed over for an easier “meal.”

      Such as it was today, as the troll turned her attention to a dwarf passing by with far too many soy-lattes in his arms and a panicked look on his perfectly groomed face that screamed I’m late for work, so I bought everyone expensive coffees to avoid the boss’ wrath.

      Poor guy. Lex sucked air through his teeth. As the dwarf disappeared between parked cars, the troll and two similarly dressed lackeys turned to follow. Don’t get involved, Lex told himself, it ain’t your fight. Then Lex saw the little worker bee make a turn into an alley, probably taking a hurried shortcut because the buses weren’t running.

      It was like he was helping those gangers set him up for an ambush.

      “Godsdammit,” Lex sighed, fingering the armadillo totem at his throat. “Stupid stunty idiot is going to get himself killed.”

      Taking a deep, steadying breath, he followed them.

      What the frag are you doing, Lex scolded himself, but his feet kept bringing him closer to the mouth of the alley. You’re on vacation and you’re going to get yourself killed. He shook his head, took a deep breath, and placed a hand on the hilt of his knife as he approached the scene. I’ll just flash the blade, and they’ll leave. Nobody wants a scuffle, right?

      “Aw, come on guys,” the dwarf stammered from deeper in the alley. “Everybody is havin’ a drekfest of a day today. Don’t do this!”

      “You got us all wrong, chummer,” the troll ringleader laughed, holding up her hands in the least innocent-looking gesture of peaceful intentions ever. “We just wanted to make sure you got them lattes safely through here. Those little leggies of yours make the trek to Orchid Avenue downright Tolkieny.”

      “Yeah,” said one of her overly tattooed cohorts, a human with a fully shined-out studded plate for a forehead. “Y’wouldn’t wanna trip and burn your hands or somethin’.”

      “I-I wouldn’t!” The wage slave took a few nervous steps backing away from the trio, stumbling over a broken chunk of pavement. “What do you want?”

      “We know you have a pocket full of transfer nuyen chits.” The troll grinned. “And that has to be weighin’ down your steppin’. It’ll surely cause…you…to…” She lunged forward, her speed probably enhanced in a way that surprised Lex, and shoved the dwarf with one of her enormous hands hard enough to send him sprawling to the ground. The tray of lattes went flying in a shower of tan beverage and foam, “take a tumble!”

      Dammit. Lex slid his combat knife out from behind his back and ground his teeth together. “Come on, leave him alone!”

      The smaller of the two henchmen, a heavily tusked ork who looked like he had seen the wrong end of a bad Better-Than-Life chip addiction, swung his bloodshot eyes toward Lex and furrowed his brow. “What’d you say, ear-tips?” he half-growled, half-hissed.

      “It’s a rough day all around, guys.” Lex tried reasoning with them, knowing it probably wasn’t going to stick the landing. “Let’s just walk away, everyone grab some munch from the trucks, and let this poor guy go on his way. I mean, look at him, he’s had a rough enough morning already. My treat, okay?”

      “No.” The troll turned back to her prey, who was trying to scrabble away like a crab, but slipping on the latte-slick pavement. “Take care of the elf.” She purred like a jungle cat at her henchmen, “If the elf is buyin’, it means he’s got spare ’yen. Get it.”

      Oh, drek.

      This was normally the time when Lex—no, Gilabyte—would be reaching out into the Matrix, grabbing his gear and maybe the controls to a pressurized water line in a nearby wall to cause some real havoc. But, with the grid still down—he could still feel the cold numbness of the dead web all around him—he couldn’t risk pushing himself too hard. Instead, he turned to all the tips and tricks Canvas taught him about hand-to-hand combat.

      He was outnumbered, facing one human with a metal noggin and an ork nursing the beetle-shakes. Great. Tightening his grip on the Gecko-Grip micro-adhesive hilt, he brought the blade into view and placed two fingers on the armadillo at his throat. You’d better be watching out for me, Roll. I’m only doin’ this on account you tradin’ in your skin for mine. I hope you and your karmic wheel was legit. If not, this was really stupid…

      “Get ’im, Scuff!” the ork spat, his partner circling around to flank Lex.

      These scummers actually know some team tactics, Lex thought, turning to keep the knife between him and the bigger threat—the ork. But he still stiffened his free hand into the thrusting points of mantis-style Canvas taught him, ready to strike.

      “Mine!” Chrome-domed Scuff dove in first.

      It was time for Gilabyte to take over.

      Gilabyte’s elven reflexes were sharp even after a night of junk food and sucrose poisoning. He dance-dodged toward Scuff, away from the incoming ork, while adding momentum to his thrusting hand. It hurt like a sonofabitch without his reinforced gloves when his fingertips rammed into the ganger’s throat, right below his patchily unshaven Adam’s apple—just like Canvas showed him.

      Scuff staggered back, gagging and frothing, his eyes wide and his hands clawing at his own neck as if he could increase the amount of oxygen he was getting. Gilabyte twisted again, this time toward the ork, and swung his combat blade between them. He knew it wouldn’t make contact, but maybe it was threatening enough to scare off a mugger.

      “Unh!” The ork grunted in sharp pain, sprawling backwards.

      “What?!?” Gilabyte looked down at his knife. He knew it hadn’t cut the ork, but he reassured himself by checking the edge for any sign of blood. Exactly like he thought—dry as a bone. Nonetheless, the ganger was still staggering away from his swing, clutching his guts and groaning in pain.

      What would Black Jacques say? Gilabyte thought of his home running team and the creole ork he called his friend, even thinking in his thick accent. “Don’ be goin’ an’ overthinkin’ ah good t’ing!”

      Taking the cue from his absent partner, Gilabyte shot his leg out to plant his heel squarely in the ork’s solar plexus. The ork tried to block the blow, but it trapped the ork’s hand beneath Gilabyte’s boot, smashing a few fingers against an unseen armored plate. Completely bereft of air and still afflicted by the earlier unseen ailment, the ork’s legs buckled and the pavement behind him rose up quickly to meet him.

      “What the frag, guys?” The troll ringleader was scowling in disappointment at her partners in crime. “If ya need somethin’ done right, eh?” She rolled her gnarled head in a tight circle, once clockwise and then again the opposite way, the vertebrae cracking loudly. A few hundred kilos of troll flesh and street-grade armor tightened for the charge.

      I’m on vacation, dammit! Gilabyte cursed inwardly; if he didn’t get out of the way of that steamroller, he was paste.

      “Wrong day to be a hero, southie!” She shot forward.

      Gilabyte twisted to dodge, but something caught him by the back of the leg—it seemed Scuff had regained enough composure to be a pain in the ass. His artful avoidance turned into a clumsy stagger. He tried to position his knife so it might catch the troll when she came barreling into him. Common sense told him such a collision would at least break his wrist, and his blood went cold.

      This is going to hurt. He did what he could to brace for impact, hoping the blade would make all the difference in who comes out on top in the collision.

      Without warning, a neon-green comet trailing a streak of light blazed down from above and slammed into the cord connecting her neck to her shoulder, exploding in a shower of tiny indigo lancets.

      “The frag!?” she roared. The entire side of the troll’s face, neck, and shoulder was peppered with shining shamanic shrapnel. The whole afflicted area looked like an elementary school kid’s model of the cratered surface of the moon.

      It turned her charge into a tumbling, careening somersault into her fallen ork friend. The resulting collision wrapped the unfortunate ganger around her legs, sending the groaning knot of meta limbs and bodies into a stack of shipping frames that were lined up nicely along the alley wall. The entire stack came crashing down around the two gangers like a house of cards.

      Gilabyte looked up from where the comet came from, trying in vain to yank his leg away from Scuff’s surprisingly tenacious little fingers. Clinging to the side of the faux-brickplate wall, a couple stories up near the fire escape, was a—small woman?

      Built like an elf, but a touch shorter—maybe just a tad over a meter and a half tall—and a wintergreen skin tone, she was stuck to the side of the wall like a spider. Her bright blue eyes were shining sapphires; her grinning face was curtained by waves of hair in all the colors of autumn leaves.

      “Holy sh…” The dwarf, still trying to get to his feet and composure gasped. “…the Rose!”

      “It’s just ‘Rose,’ love.” The wall crawler leapt off the wall, did a full flip in the air, and landed as lightly as a cat on the balls of her shoeless feet—the toenails of which were pedicured and painted a dark mauve. Armor-lined pants and a pocketed blouse offered little protection, but Gilabyte couldn’t tear his eyes away from the calf-length, ruby-red cape that flowed around her like it was caught in a wind made solely for it.

      A step or two away, Scuff was trying in vain to pull Gilabyte onto the ground. “You’re the Rose?” Scuff released Gilabyte, shaking his head in denial. “Aw, drek—”

      “Dammit, I just said.” Her cape made a crimson arc around her as she executed a perfect roundhouse kick to Scuff’s jaw, still widely agape. There was a loud crunch, and Gilabyte saw at least two small white specks of tooth disappear down the alley. The ganger flopped to one side instantly, a trickle of blood running from his lips and bubbling up with his unconscious breaths. She leaned forward, pulling a small red and white flower from between her brown curls to set it lightly on his chest. “My name is just ‘Rose.’”

      Dunkelzahn’s sack! Suddenly Gilabyte was a young elf listening to stories his father told of “the old country.” She’s a damn dryad!

      With the gangers all seemingly out of commission, Gilabyte’s pulse started the long road to normality again.

      “Thank you, Rose!” The dwarf rushed over, his hands out to grasp hers. “I can’t believe you saved me!”

      What the hell, chum? Gilabyte was honestly shocked for a variety of reasons, not the least of which was being overlooked for his part in this. He walked over to be part of the conversation. “You’re welcome.”

      “Oh,” the wageslave stammered nervously, reaching out to shake both of their hands. “I’m so sorry! Yeah, you’re right. If it weren’t for you…both of you, I’d be out a lot more than just some caf.”

      There was an audible groan from under the collapsed pile of packing frames.

      “Thank you so much,” the dwarf added, “but I’m going to get out of here before they get up.”

      “Go on.” Rose smiled, waving her hands like she was brushing him away. “We’ve got this handled, don’t we?” She looked up at the elf and winked. As the dwarf high-tailed it out the other end of the alley, she eyed Gilabyte’s enormous combat blade. “I don’t think you’ll need that…uhm…”

      “Gilabyte.” His ’runner handle wouldn’t be known up here, so it’ll serve as an alias for now. “Call me Gilabyte.”

      “Sure thing,” Rose laughed. “It must be pretty hard, right now, for you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Gila-byte,” Rose smirked. “Must be a hacker, right? No sidearm, no obvious cyber, just a big cutter. Maybe a ’runner?”

      “Wow.” He couldn’t help but chuckle at her open—and correct—forwardness. “Yeah. Well, not right now. I’m way out of my jurisdiction. Taking a well-earned vacation.”

      There was a grumble and some pained movement from the buried gangers. Rose hadn’t made a move to leave the scene yet, so he wasn’t about to either.

      “Yeah,” Rose giggled musically, “that seems to be going well.” Her giggle amplified into a musical laugh. She walked over to the pile of gangers and packing materials, plucked another flower from within the obfuscation of her hair, and tucked it behind an exposed wireline on the wall nearby. “First the blackout, then stickin’ your neck out for a random fella? And without gettin’ paid? That’s not normal shadowrunner behavior.”

      “Like I said, I’m on vacation.” He put the knife away and extended his hand.

      “Well, Gilabyte,” she gave a slight bow, pulling the edges of her cape to either side, “you can call me Rose.”

      “I got that much from all the fanfare.” He jabbed a thumb toward the direction the dwarf had fled, then looked down at Scuff. “You’re kinda famous, I’m guessin’. Or infamous?”

      “A little of column A,” her eyes sparkled like a clear pool, “a little more of column B.”

      Gilabyte smirked. “Sounds like a ‘runner to me.”

      “Oh, no no no.” Rose waved her hands in the air in front of her as if his words actually smelled. “I’m just a devoted Torontonian who wants to keep her city and its spiritual heart from turning into a corrupt cesspool like Seattle. Or get fleas like Chicago, or be run by the Lodge like Miami.”

      “So, what?” He tapped his finger against his chin. “You’re a superhero or something?”

      “Hence the cape.”

      The gangers in the rubble started to stir, the distinct sound of the troll’s ragged breathing turning slowly into mumbled, inaudible speech.

      “We should go,” said Rose. “Normally I’d use one of these louts’ commlinks to call in the Star.”

      “But with the grid down…”

      “We’ll just have to leave it be and hope they learned their lesson.” She nodded, tapping Scuff lightly with her toes. “Let’s go.”

      “It’s been a pleasure,” said Gilabyte, mentally coming back around to being Lex. “But you’re probably right. Hey, with all this craziness going on, how can I reach you if I—”

      She put her hand to her chest in a dramatic gesture. “You want me to give up my alter ego? That might risk my superhero status.” Her tone was thickly sarcastic about the mantle. “How about this? If you are in a real bind, come down to High Park and ask to talk to D-Squared. She runs the place, and is basically like my sister.”

      “So,” he nodded, “If I need you, go to High Park and ask for your sis. Got it.”

      “Sure thing, ’runner.” She leaped up, clinging to the bricks as she began to scale upward like climbing ivy. “but it’s just Rose, remember?” She vanished over the top of the building, her cape swooshing behind her, cracking like a fabric whip, and then she was gone.

      See ya around, Rose. Lex turned around and trotted toward the end of the alley , wanting to grab some food from the trucks and start heading back to the Towers.

      The troll groaned, the sound reaching Lex’s ears as just another mumble as he disappeared into the food truck crowd once more.

      “Gilabyte…”
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      “That’ll be…ninety-six, friend,” the CashRide driver, a snarky little human named Jarrod with second-rate phosphorescent tattoos on his neck, said from the front seat of his econocar. His smile was so fake it belonged in a stock photo.

      “Really?” Lex blurted, handing his emergency funds credstick over the seat to the vehicular extortionist. Even after getting lucky enough to grab a working ride on the edge of Scarborough, Lex couldn’t help but feel like he was getting taken. “Should have been thirty nuyen, tops.”

      “Not many cars still got juice.” Jarrod’s smile widened. “So fares are being incentivized.”

      “I bet,” he said, but mentally cursed the profiteer. Of all the working rides I had to take…

      “What?” The driver shrugged, plugging the chip into a personal transfer device. With how much banking and cash transfer happens on the Matrix at VR speeds, these old credstick-to-credstick contact devices fell out of use years ago. Yet this clever bastard has one up and running, Lex grumbled silently as the connection chimed. “All set.”

      “Alright, then,” Lex held out his hand for his stick, but Jarrod paused.

      “No tip?” That fake smile shined again.

      “Sure,” Lex growled, “round it up to a full cent.” There was the secondary chime. Jarrod popped his credstick out and tucked it into Lex’s palm.

      Scooping up his crate of meals and wedged-in to go cups, Lex slid across the pleather seats and hopped out onto the sidewalk in front of Leone. He hated people taking advantage of the less fortunate. This was especially true when he was the unfortunate in question!

      The culmination of the day’s events, all the frustration and anger and discomfort, rose up within him and poured into his resonance, made it stronger. An instinctive crimson tendril of technomantic force only Lex could see shot out of him. It lanced through the inner workings of Jarrod’s little paybox, smearing circuit-paint and conduits into a mass of inert chemical stains on the boards within. You’re done profiteering today.

      The tendril recoiled back into his resonance, and while his anger had subsided—spent on the vindictive strike—Lex allowed his metasenses to remain in that place. He gave himself over to his mystical connection to the electronic world again, feeling around outside the building.

      Without the quiet of the Leone’s dead intranet, the greater Grid was unlike anything he had ever felt before. He could feel the presence of electronics all around him, as if the grid was active but silent and dark. The components with power were bright specks on the gray backdrop; those without power were like the yawning beaks of birds stuck in their nests, gaping and clapping in hopes of receiving a spark of energy from any potential source.

      Lex could actually feel the almost-magnetic tug of these things on his resonance, hoping he would give them a taste of his own energy. This was definitely more than a simple lack of juice on the grid, and Lex didn’t want anything more to do with it than he had to. There was a big difference between using a few sparks of himself to mess with a crooked cabbie or get a close-circuited device to function and getting lost in the huge, power-starved abyss of the city’s hub itself.

      Lex struggled to keep his mini crate of food from spilling as he rifled his pockets to show his key card to the two stocky doormen. In spite of their blue Leone Towers’ vests, the bulky human and the mohawked dwarf screamed hired muscle. The dwarf had no wireless signatures, dormant or not, but Lex could feel some light augment cyberware in the human.

      Inside, he crossed the lobby, heading straight to the same stair access he’d used that morning. Like before, there were others in the stairwell, this time headed in both directions. With the added effort of carrying a few days’ food with him, Lex didn’t really pay any attention to the chatter. He didn’t have to. Everyone was worried the blackout wasn’t going to end anytime soon, and what that meant in the big picture. Was it a bug thing? Had the Great Northern spirits returned, as the First Nations had threatened? Was it a CAS territorial strike? Everyone seemed to have a theory, but no one had proof. Those using purely magical means to hear from outside the local area claimed that several other cities were suffering a same or similar fate, and no one had any real answers. Not yet.

      It was a short jog up to the third floor landing, and swinging by Tyson’s place to drop off the drink he wanted was, quite literally, on the way. The chai was cold, but Ty would probably be happy to snag it up. They exchanged a few pleasantries, but Lex was tired from the morning’s events and wanted to think about a few things. He left his room number with Tyson and continued on his way.

      “I’ll swing by later on, chumster!” He sipped his drink and disappeared back behind his door, chai-borne happiness flowing from the young guy like it was Christmas morning.

      Sure thing, man. I just want to get upstairs to my room.

      By the time he got to his floor, Lex’s legs and lungs ached. He was in good shape, he really was, but that was a lot of stairs. He missed elevators. With every floor put behind him, the air grew a degree or two cooler as well. He was surprised he wasn’t seeing his breath already.

      His floor was deserted, not a soul wandering around to see into which condo suite he would be taking the veritable smorgasbord of food truck treasures. If things were going to get as bad as the street gossip implied, the last thing he needed was for some crazy,half-starved upper-crusters calling at his door.

      Lex set the crate of food on the floor a few dozen paces from his door, stopping at the corridor crossroads.

      Maybe I should be a little more proactive.

      After feeling the empty power lines all around its security sensors with his resonance, Lex popped open the in case of emergency fireman’s tool case lid in the hallway. He ripped out the matte-red carbon fiber prybar-mattock-axe combination. It weighed almost nothing, had some kind of jellied core that added force to each swing, and was possibly sharper than it really needed to be. Just in case.

      Setting the implement across his crate of food before hefting it again, Lex quickly headed to his door. Noting it didn’t look to have moved much from its 99% closed position, he extended two fingers to tuck into the tiny crack in the doorway, and wiggled them into place.

      The door manually slid open—but not easily. A high-end product like this probably had a few counterweights that helped it slide back and forth when the AR tag on the room key got nearby, but now those weight systems would actually be working against it. It took a few impromptu dance moves to get it open enough to use the full weight of his body to pop inside.

      He gently set the crate on the countertop and used his hand to quietly slide the door shut again, this time all the way closed so he could engage the physical locking bar—trying to do so gently. Even that half-wired doorman could kick this little alloy loop out of the polymer housing of the frame, but the average Leone employee or clientele couldn’t. It wasn’t much, but if he was going to wait out this situation until the ’corps got the lights back on—it would do.

      Now, to make double sure I’m alone. He picked up the axe, keeping it from hitting either bottle in the crate, and turned toward the rest of his living space.

      That’s when it hit him. A feeling. A surge half made of energy and half of raw panic and pain, but still somehow familiar.

      “Is that you?” Peppy’s essence yelled from the main room. A simple “Is that you?” was enough to make Lex spin in place and almost bring a tear to his eye.

      Many technomancers saw their sprites just as spiritual servants to be used, tossed back into the pool of essence, and then called back up when it suited them. But Lex gave his sprites names, personalities, entire personas. It was something he did from as far back as he can remember having sprites. Maybe it was the mage in him from his dad; all those high fae stories about the critters of the other side.

      “Peppy!” He shouted, leaping into the living area with renewed vigor. “Where the hell have you been?”

      “Watch out, boss! It's a trap!!!” Her blurred language was almost too fast for Lex to decipher, but the message was clear.

      What do you mean, trap?

      The answer to his thought came in the form of a fibercore snap baton sweeping around the corner of the hallway to slam directly into Lex’s stomach. He folded in half like an elven taco, dropping to his knees and coughing out the contents of his lungs.

      Apparently Gilabyte wasn’t done being on the clock today, after all.

      Despite tingling fingers from blow’s shock to his system, Gila managed to raise the rescue ax to deflect the follow up—the one that would have split his head wide open. The two weapons collided with a dull thud, and the technomancer was thankful to be able to retain his grip.

      “Who the hell are you?” Gilabyte tried to crane his neck to see his attacker, but the angle was wrong, and all he saw was a dark-clad blur wearing an urban balaclava. “Get out!”

      “Time to come with us, techno wiz!” the attacker barked, raising his baton for another swing.

      They know about me? Gilabyte’s mind raced, caught between trying to figure out who was attacking him and how to survive said attack. It can’t be Midknight already, can it?

      “Time to pop out a few more of those fuzzy ’lectro critters for us!” A second voice came in from the other side of the room, followed by the static crackle of a stunner, and Gilabyte knew immediately that—although he was being attacked in his own hotel suite—it wasn’t Midknight. They were pros. Sloppy, overemotional, trigger-happy pros, but still pros nonetheless.

      “You’re gonna make us rich, Lexy.” The first attacker grunted, lifting his baton to strike again.

      Not this time, lefty.

      Gilabyte shot his legs out behind him, from kneeling to flat on the ground in one swift planking maneuver. The baton swing fell short, the momentum of which forced the attacker’s arm to pitch forward much too far. It left him open.

      Gila rolled toward him. Between how off-center he was from the missed swing, and an unexpected elf colliding with his ankles, the attacker pitched forward toward the floor. Coming up to a crouch on the other side of the sprawling man, Gilabyte didn’t hesitate.

      He brought the safety ax’s wedge down onto the crease in his attacker’s right elbow. With a wet schlucking pop like twisting a roast chicken leg off the body, so too did the lower half of his arm come mostly off the upper half.

      “Aaaargrgh!”

      Shock would set in quickly, but Gilabyte had to watch out for—

      “I got ’im Pete! Hang in there!” The other voice shouted loudly, but not quite loudly enough to cover the kut-sprang of the stunner’s electrodes launching at Gilabyte.

      He barely felt the twin impacts from the tiny, dartlike probes—but the following five seconds of electricity coursing through him was blinding agony. It was so quick and so strong Gilabyte couldn’t even try to focus a resonance spike to kill the device. Instead, he flopped on the floor like a thrashing fish out of water.

      The next few minutes were a blur. Fading in and out of consciousness, he heard voices, could feel hands moving him around, and constantly felt the sad suffering of nearby Peppy. Every few moments, another pulse of juice would fire through him, keeping him in the half-broken recoil of pain and spasticity.

      “It’s okay, Pete,” the voice echoed around Gilabyte’s hazy surroundings. “I’m just gonna get this guy out to the hall. Greggor’s on his way up. You’re gonna be fine.”

      Gilabyte felt the carpet from the living room area change to the foyer’s tile beneath his dragging head, his feet still somewhere off the ground.

      “Hoi!” A familiar voice chimed in from somewhere, with Gilabyte’s head still spinning, it could’ve been from someone in the room as easily as somewhere down the hall.

      Braang!—It was a sound straight out of a slapstick vid. It was a metallic gong of a sound, followed by the crash of a body falling next to him.

      “toh…resh… heh…” The voice became clearer as the world came back into view with Tyson straddling over Gilabyte, leaned over to look him in the eye. “Hey! Torres! Come on, Lex. I need you up and about, man.”

      “Wuh,” Gilabyte flexed his fingers. “T-Tyson?”

      “Yeah! You okay?” The look on his face was excitement mixed heavily with the kind of anxiety that comes from your first real fight. “Ooh, maybe this’ll help.” Yanking the probes out of his chest was the kind of hurt you’d expect from centimeter-long harpoons getting pulled out of your skin, but it was still dull compared to the recent electrocution they were causing. Even so, Gilabyte winced and sucked in air. “Sorry, sorry, sorry!”

      “No worries,” Gilabyte sat up and looked around, “Just ’nother day in the life. Unh.”

      “So, yeah, hey,” Tyson tossed aside a bent and bloodied room service platter and helped Gilabyte get to his feet. “I was headed up to hang out when I clocked some guy outside your door. He had grip-tape and a freakin’ machete. I’ve played enough first-person detective spins to know he was trouble. I spilled the char-cute-a-ray plate, but he went down hard. That’s when I got in here and saw this fragstick tryin’ to drag you out. I don’t know you all that well, but I know a kidnappi—” Walking a little further into the room, he froze.

      “Holy fraggin’ fragsauce on a trollie taco!” Tyson raised a shaky finger. “Th-there’s a dead guy…an armless fraggin’ dead guy next to your couch!”

      “Oh.” Gilabyte smiled weakly, his senses starting to come together properly. “That’s Pete. He and his friends here—” He paused to stomp on his electrocutioner’s hand, specifically, the one still loosely wrapped around the stunner. The resulting crunch of bone from the ruin of his fingers woke him up, but Gilabyte swept his “touch of Dallas” cowboy boot forward into the side of his face and sent him right back into unconsciousness. “Well, they came here to kidnap me.”

      “Why?” Tyson still hadn’t looked away from his first dead body that wasn’t made of holographic light or pixelcast imagery.

      “Because they wanted me,” Gilabyte followed the stunner’s conduit leads to a weird metal box. The box was covered in glyphs and circuits and all manner of strangeness he had never seen before, but he could feel Peppy struggling against them from within. “To summon more of my little friend here.”

      He grabbed a kitchen knife and started working the box’s moving parts roughly.

      “Is that a spirit trap?” Tyson’s curiosity won out over the macabre.

      “I’ve never seen one that can trap our…technomages’…sprites. Not like this.” The device sparked and hissed, but one side fell off with a thud. Immediately the glowing blue techno-magic manifestation floated slowly—unevenly—out of the box.

      “"Thank you! They caught me. Trapped me.”

      That was all she could get out before her sapphire glow began to fade and her ringing bell of a voice crackled unevenly. Even Lex’s strangely personality-heavy sprites didn’t normally feel despair, not like this, so it had to be a truly horrifying experience for a resonance construct to react this way.

      What could scare a sprite? Then it hit him like a baseball bat in the gut.

      “Is… is it,” Tyson slowly walked forward, like he was approaching a wild animal, “okay?”

      Hearing him, Peppy whistled to Lex in a tone full of ennui, “They hurt us to make the grid go.”

      “Th-they were using you guys as a portable what? Matrix battery?” The affirmative answer chilled Lex to the bone. What could be so important to torture little spirits, especially little harmless tracker sprites like Peppy?

      “I’m so sorry, Peps.” Lex began to unweave the tenuous bonds that kept her together. “Get some rest now.” He could feel her existential sigh of relief as she sank back into the aether through the ripples of his resonance.

      “Frag…” He rubbed his temples for a few seconds, pushing away the echoes of what Peppy went through before his guilt could manifest as a migraine. Throwing a blanket over his shoulders to push back the cold, he got up and went to the window. He pressed his forehead against it so he could see down the street both ways. There was a great deal of afternoon chaos starting to bubble up, and it was only going to get worse when the sun went down and the only lights are the battery scraps and those who can afford the swiftly rising wage mage freelance services.

      “I better stay in for a few days.” A shiver passed over his elven skin, half from the autumn cold seeping through his window and half from what this really meant for a metropolis like Toronto. This place was rolling down a slippery slope toward a living hell in the present age.

      “Ain’t no way you’re stayin’ here.” Tyson shook his head and laughed nervously, his eyes flitting to the corpse in the living room. “I know we just met an’ all, but you wanna lay low and crash with me for a few?”

      Nobody would link me to the kid. Gilabyte applied some of his situational awareness again. Could wait it out if they fix things fast. Be nice to have company. The elf saw how much this little tussle had Tyson shaking. He wasn’t any kind of threat.

      “Yeah, let’s pack up and get movin’ though.” Gila smiled at the bleeding mess on the foyer floor. “We need to go before drekneck here wakes up. Ooh!” He snapped his fingers. “What about the guy in the hall?”

      “I’ll go check!” Tyson started towards the door, but Gilabyte caught him by the arm. Picking up the fire ax and putting it into his hand. “Oh, okay…”

      “Just in case.”

      He let Tyson go to the hall while he took stock. In just his place he had a few days’ worth of food. Between the minibar, sodas, and the pressure in their water lines, they’d have lots to drink. It was a safe place to wait it out while Horizon or Renraku or someone got the lights back on.

      “He’s gone!” Tyson half-ran, half-slid into the room again. “No sign of him.”

      “Then let’s get moving. I’ll grab my stuff, you start to empty the kitchen.”

      It took about five minutes altogether, but they stripped Lex’s condo of pretty much everything. His bag, extra blankets, a few towels, all the soaps and shampoos… and ALL the food. It was a cleanout the gutter scavs in Plano would be proud of. It wouldn’t be long before they might have to go out into the world and resupply, which is more than enough time to get a handle on who these sprite-nappers were, and maybe how to get word back home that he was okay—and find out if they were, too.

      Gilabyte estimated they could hole up at the Leone for five or six days.
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      They made it three.

      Each day, while surviving on warm Quetzol cola, the chemically preserved fruit from their welcome baskets, and the more-chemical-than-food Snak AttakPaks Lex had grabbed at the Candy Shoppe across the Park, he would check the window for any signs of progress. After the first day of sheltering, the number of autos still with charge in their lights was cut in half, replaced by twice the number of fire barrels and huddled folk around them. There were more magelights bobbing around to make up for the emptying batteries, too.

      One or two flashing Lone Star cherries and berries to a matching number of remaining auto lamps, but not much else on the roads. He could see large groups of people around bigger alleyway dumpster fires and, when he cracked open the window for just a moment, heard the staccato report of distant gunfire.

      The only illuminated cars still on the streets were the few he could see were on fire. The cityscape was dotted with entire buildings ablaze, and streaks of multicolored light here and there revealed mages applying their crafts in more direct ways—likely some kind of conflict or blunt application of magical force. There has been one unwritten rule for decades, pretty much since the Awakening; when technology fails, magic is king.

      As Lex now needed to keep out of sight, they agreed that Tyson should go out each day and try to gather some intel on what the city itself was doing to fix things. He wouldn’t go far, and never at night. Just ask around the lobby and the park center for information.

      Lone Star, Office of Infrastructure, Council of Metroplex Services—everyone was just as bad off. People were beginning to clique together into tighter spaces for protection, warmth, and general survival. He asked around the staffers about any trouble within the Leone, and there were whispers of a few murders—or at least muggings gone wrong—across the whole complex. One of them had to be Armless Pete in Lex’s suite, but there was no telling about the others.
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      It was in the early evening of the third day that Tyson came storming into the flat, chest heaving and sweat beaded on his forehead from sprinting up the stairs. He slammed the door closed behind him hard enough that it bounced off the opposite framework and actually slid back open a bit.

      He was shook bad. “Oh drek oh drek oh drek!”

      “Slow down, get frosty.” Lex grabbed him by the shoulders. “What did you find out? What’s wrong?”

      “I-I think those guys…are back,” Tyson fought to catch his breath. “Except they aren’t looking to capture you, Lex. What I saw downstairs was a death squad.”

      “Wait a second. That doesn’t compute at all.” Lex shook his head. “Pete and company upstairs were looking to make some nuyen by—” he swallowed hard at the concept of it, “—using my sprites as batteries. They kill me, no more sprites. No more sprites, no more money.”

      “Well, the guys flashing around your picture downstairs were strapped.” Tyson continued. “And I’ve watched and aced enough combat sims to know a mercenary hit squad when I see one.”

      “My picture?” But how?

      “I took a good look at it,” Tyson nodded, “you were coming out of an airport coffee joint. It was a clear pic, chum. You were smiling and everything.”

      “From the airport?” Lex shook his head. “But that was before the blackout? If they were already on the hunt for me before I even got here, that means they knew what to look for…” He slapped his forehead with the heel of his palm. “My special order! I’m an idiot!” He thought like a shadowrunner for a moment.

      They already had my behavioral ticks loaded into sniffer programs. It was the same kind of thing he would do if he was looking for someone under an airtight alias. You set the parameters for the little weird things they do on the day to day, then sweep in for standard surveillance and ask arounds when you get a ping.

      “Your order?” Tyson’s brow furrowed. “I don’t get it.”

      “Never mind that. You said they looked like mercs?” Lex grabbed a graphite stylus from the table and flipped over the packaging from a Yay! Dim Sum three pack, quickly and roughly sketching out a sword and moon logo. He held it up. “They have this on them? Shoulders, patches, maybe a tattoo or two?”

      “Whoa… yeah.” Tyson snatched it out of his hand and held it up against the side of his neck. “The ork in charge had it right here. Looked pretty badass, why?”

      Midknight Incorporated.

      Lex blew out one exasperated breath, so heavy his lips flapped almost comically.

      “Alejandro Torres, time to take a back seat.” He scooped up his weapons and tossed them on the bed next to his luggage. “Gilabyte has to get our collective asses out of Toronto.”

      “One thing first.” Tyson cocked his head. “Who or what is a Gilabyte?”
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      Gilabyte explained the short version of his predicament while the two of them packed up a few changes of clothes and some leftover snacks from the kitchenette. Gilabyte bagged his knife and the emergency ax, and Tyson threw in a baggie full of his private simsense chips and gaming softs as well as a handheld multitool.

      It was time Gilabyte and Tyson hit the streets to find their way out of Toronto.

      You know, while in a blacked out metroplex and while being hunted by a pack of professional mercenaries with a grudge. Sure.

      “If these guys use the same grey-tech gauntleted comm units as their Dallas counterparts,” Gilabyte pondered, “I should be able to ping them and get a rough location.”

      “You technos can do that?” Tyson sounded impressed. “In the blackout?”

      “I reckon the usefulness of my talents on the dead Grid is why those other guys were after me.” Gilabyte sighed. “Which means I’ve got two kinds of targets on my back.”

      “That’s pretty null, man,” Tyson sighed.

      “Well, it ain’t a prime sitch, that’s for sure.” Gilabyte zipped the bag closed. “But if we move smart and quick, we can at least put some distance between us and Midknight. Without the Matrix, we will surely be able to lose them in the cityscape.”

      “What do you need me to do?”

      “For now?” Gila smirked. “Stay by the door and listen for any unwelcome guests.”

      Taking a deep breath, Gilabyte got himself ready for spreading out his resonance again. He remembered how cold and strange it felt to do this a few days ago. With the time that had passed, more of the battery-powered stepping stones he once used to make his tendrils stretch farther distances would have gone dark.

      This is going to suck.

      It was like diving head-first into a pool of ice water. Gilabyte’s resonance had a memory, just like he did, and it only took a few sweeps of the lobby before it found a familiar, old-school tech echo starving for power. A single ephemeral tendril plunged into the merc’s comms, gave it just enough life to spark out across their squad’s dormant tactical-net to find the other four—no five—members’ devices. They were in the lobby, the dining services kitchen downstairs, and spread out in several rooms on the second floor. They hadn’t made it up to three at all yet. Good.

      As soon as he had the information, Gila drew his tendrils back inside and forced an awkward smile.

      “Good news?” Tyson asked from the hallway door.

      “Good enough. The lobby is the way. If we wait just a little while longer, a little closer to sundown when everyone outside is starting to push inside for safety, we can walk out the front doors like we don’t have a care in the world.” Gilabyte looked at the deepening purple of the sky outside the window. “But it’s important that we go slowly, steadily, and definitely stick together. They’re looking for a single elf.” he reached into the garbage bin, pulled out the plastic sack from some whey donettes, and dumped the leftover powdered sugar into his hands. Frantically rubbing them through his hair, his loose locks went from brown to a tannish white mop of clumpish chunks. “Not two punkers headin’ out for the crazy nightlife.”

      “Here.” Tyson handed Gilabyte a neon green headband. “Cover your tips and spike up your do a bit.”

      The two of them spent a few minutes adjusting their looks, watched the window for the perfect shade of indigo, and set out for the lobby. The stairwell was pretty full, but it helped the two of them shuffle their way down and into the throng of people already starting to group and clique together for safety.

      “Woo hoo!” Gilabyte said loud enough to draw a few eyes, but not too many. He grabbed Tyson by the hand and started walking toward the front doors. “Weebs and Chuckies stay inside, the real fun’s streetside!”

      They moved through the crowd with purpose and faked excitement, but not too quickly. Every shadowrunner knows someone in a hurry is someone to keep eyes on. Neither of them could see any Midknight mercs milling about, but Gila knew if someone had a true angle on them, they might not know until it was too late.

      Gila and Tyson swerved passed the informative racks by the front desks, Gilabyte making a show of pulling a bunch of flyers and handouts from their slots and tossing them around without rhyme or reason. Indoor littering was the kind of thing normal folks noticed just enough to complain about, but never got too interested in case the culprit has more than random messes they wish to make of things. He let out a villainous laugh as he flung a handful of shiny flyers to the ground with one hand, and slid one trifold into his jacket pocket with the other.

      It took them three nerve-wracking minutes to get through the front doors. On the front steps, a few dust heads were shaking off their latest dose before heading in, a trio of trolls harassed passersby to hire them as protection, and—fraggin’ hells—one heavily armed Midknight mercenary was pacing up and down the sidewalk.

      “Drek.” Tyson saw him, too.

      “No time for anything fancy.” Gilabyte’s eyes did that pixelated pupil thing Tyson recognized before as he whispered, “When it happens, just keep moving toward the park. We can get ghosty in the bushlines.”

      “When what happens?”

      Sorry, big guy. Gilabyte pulsed his raw technomantic force toward the merc. It whipped out like a chameleon’s tongue and latched onto the smartgun firing system of his assault rifle. From there, it was just a matter of timing. The merc was pacing. Every seven or eight steps he would turn full circle and head back the other way. It was during that little pirouette that Gilabyte’s high school geometry became all important.

      When the angle lined up the way he needed it to, all he had to do was yank on that resonant thread and—

      BBBRRRRAAAAP! The merc’s rifle spat out a burst of rounds, two of which slammed into one of the big trolls-for-hire. A weapon “misfire” was the perfect kind of chaos they needed. Everybody scattered.

      Everybody but the trolls, that is.

      The one that got hit would be sore for a few days, but he and his partners were perfectly pissed off. While everyone—including Gila and Ty—were running away from the madness, those three horn-headed muscle monsters were sprinting toward the shooter. One of them was trailing blood like he sprung a leak, but it wasn’t about to slow them down.

      They were going to tear that merc apart.

      “D-did you do that?” Tyson said, his voice hushed enough to be drowned out by the ruckus.

      “Don’t look,” Gila scolded. “Just run.”

      By the sound of things, the scene did its job.

      They ran until the chilling cold air burned inside their lungs, several dozen meters beyond the initial hedge line of the park. That’s when Gila started snapping his tingling fingers, getting Tyson to stop. Catching their breath, the elf took out the tourism pamphlet he snatched from the lobby and unfolded it.

      The map inside showed several places they might be able to hideaway for a little bit, maybe do some research on how to get out of town, but none of the places that stood out were close by or remotely useful to them. Then Gila’s fingertip scrolled over Scarborough and onto High Park.

      Rose.

      “I might be able to get us some help here,” he tapped the glossy paper, “High Park.”

      “That’s a pretty far jaunt at night, chum.”

      “Then we should get movin’.” Gilabyte scanned the darkness around them, making sure they weren’t already being watched or tailed.

      As they carefully crossed block after block of Toronto, the signs of the blackout’s wear and tear on things became even more apparent. The formerly all-hour shops were either shuttered tight, heavily guarded, or—of course—utterly blacked out. Warehouses that could make for decent cover or a momentary hideout showed signs of life, but as it was in the form of a throng of heavily armed gangers, they mostly just encouraged them to keep on moving along.

      It was there, in the trucking lots outside Scarborough—if he was reading the pamphlet map correctly—that they lost any ability to stay hidden. The locals, be they huddled homeless or ganger or somewhere in between, had turned the whole area into a brightly lit field of burning barrels, bonfire piles, and in descript effigies. Glowing bubbles of magelight hovered over crowds of people trying to stay warm, and three enormous freight trucking cabs formed a massive inferno at the lot center.

      Walking around the edges of the light, obviously on patrol of their territory, were small groups of well-armed gangers—one group of which looked the duo’s way as soon as they entered the area. Holding up a hand, a ganger quartet approached Gilabyte and Tyson.

      “Wow.” Tyson whistled. “I’m surprised Lone Star isn’t crackin’ down on this sort of thing.”

      “You kidding? They’re probably glad they don’t have to. Take a look around. No wanton destruction, no one dead in the street, and a semblance of order in place.” Gilabyte waved at the incoming security detail. “Just follow my lead.”

      “Hoi, chummers!” The speaker in the quartet was a pretty buffed out human carrying an old-fashioned streetsweeper shotgun, complete with rebar bayonet beneath the barrel. Roughly half of her exposed skin covered in above average convict tattoos, many of which Gilabyte recognized as more than local tags. “Truckin’ into the Scar? Gotta toll up.”

      “What’s the cover for just passin’ through?” Gilabyte was sure to keep his hands away from his duffel. He didn’t want to even be considered a threat by accident. “I’d like to toss in a bit extra for some intel.”

      “Topic?”

      “How far does it go?” Gila gestured all around. “The blackout?”

      “That’s a good question,” the ganger replied. “Won’t even charge ya for it. Nobody knows. It just seems to keep on keepin’ on.” She rested the shotgun on her shoulder and smirked. “Just passin’ through, eh? Where to?”

      Better not road map things, just in case.

      “Midtown,” Gila lied. “My boy’s got some family there we’re gonna button up with.”

      “That’s a long haul.” She shook her head. “Nuyen’s useless with the grid down. Whatcha got?”

      “Lemme see.” Gila unzipped the duffel and carefully sifted through their clothes, making sure not to expose the safety axe or his blade. He produced a fistful of candy and the last bottle of Citr-Ice. “Not a lot, but it’s yours.”

      “It’ll do.” The ganger smiled widely, taking the offering and handing it all back to one of her compatriots. “We’ll get you to Eglinton, then it’s a straight shot.”

      “Pretty crazy, huh?” Tyson interjected some conversation. “The whole grid being down. I mean, shouldn’t the backups have kicked on by now?”

      “I’ll tell ya this. It’s bigger than just a few popped gennies or some major hacktivist thing.” She pointed to a group of street mages who looked like they hadn’t slept in days. “The Astral Dogs say something’s hunting down their spirits, too. That’s pretty messed up.” She made a gesture for the two to follow her. “And bad for business.”

      The small talk continued as they crossed the linked parking lots. The gangs were carving out civilian territories to “protect,” the corps were making moves all over the metroplex because they have the most magic-for-hire and storage batteries, and anyone even remotely able to serve as a bodyguard or muscle are on hire. Comp rates had gone up, too.

      “Frag,” Gila snapped his fingers. “Makes me wish I could stay a bit longer and make some creds.” He joked, but he knew there were probably dozens of active shadowrunners in the area making bank on this ordeal.

      “You’d do great, Gilabyte.” Tyson nodded—

      “What was that?” A familiar voice shot out of the dark at the edge, and a surprise chill ran from his elven ears into his spine. “Did you say…Gilabyte?”

      The food truck troll. The side of her face was a roadmap of half-healed scar tissue and raw flesh, the eye on that side a milky sac of blindness. She stepped out into the light, and the wound Rose had inflicted on her was not healing very cleanly. “Yeah, that’s you—”

      “Watch it, Hera,” their tattooed guide held up her hand and got between the troll and her ‘guests.’ “They’re just pushin’ through. A couple of Chucks lookin’ to get through the Scar. Back off.”

      “No way,” the troll—the other just called her, Hera—growled. “That scumbag did this,” she pointed at her face, “and I want my kilo of payback!”

      “Not going to happen,” the shotgun dropped down into a more readied position, “I cut them a deal for passage.”

      “Oh well,” Hera twisted her face into a sadistic smile. “Guess we won’t collect the bounty for ’em either, eh?”

      Fraggin’ Midknights! Gila knew they wanted him dead, but he never guessed it would be so impersonal. Blackout has them scrambling, too.

      “Bounty?” Suddenly, their guide’s tone was less protective—and more interested in what Hera was saying.

      Oh, drek.

      “Tyson! Move!” Breaking into a full run toward the nearest side street still covered by darkness, the two of them being swallowed by the gloom. Hera and a handful of gangers from the Scarborough lots paused for only a second to gather themselves under the same goal—catch Gilabyte and Tyson—and then they shot off after them.

      For the first time since the lights went out, Gilabyte was happy there was no grid. The streetlights were dark, there was no glow from traffic routers, business security floods didn’t erupt into LED brilliance as they passed. None of this stuff had solar routers or charge-holding cells, and the whole stretch of side streets were almost too dark even for his elven eyes to help much.

      Tyson just followed Gila, because he could see even less. “Where we going?” he inquired between heaving breaths.

      “Away. Away from them.”

      “We need to find some real help, like you said.” Tyson sounded almost at his endurance’s limit. “Wish we could just call in the Stars. They’d mop these punks up fast!”

      Kid has way too much belief in Lone Star. Gilabyte thought back to the glowing self-powered emergency service pylon in the Neverland parking lot. But it does give me an idea!

      “Hold up, Ty.” He paused, yanking open the map pamphlet and checking a few crossroads with landmarks they passed as they were skirting Scarborough. “If we go this way…”

      “I hear ’em!” a not-too-distant voice yelled in the darkness.

      “This way!” a second one, Hera, responded—and she may have been even closer.

      “Come on.” Gilabyte grabbed Tyson by the elbow and urged a change in direction.

      “Where we going?”

      “Second star on the left.” Gila smirked at the literary reference, “and straight on ’til we get there.”
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      Gilabyte and Tyson huddled in a parking structure’s deep shadow across the street from the Neverland Candy Shoppe. The two of them could still hear Hera and her ganger friends calling out to one another as they searched the area. If they were going to get help from those badges for hire, they needed to move quickly.

      Neverland was a much different view from what he remembered. The lot-washing LED floodlamps were dark, most of them staring out from their frames like blank eyes—but a few dangled, broken, from their optic nerve wiring harnesses. The heavy sliding front doors, he noted, were pockmarked with gouges, grooves, and chipped polymer glass—showing signs of prying, shattering, or otherwise physical bypass. Failed physical bypass, that is. The oyster that was the Neverland Candy Shoppe had yet to be pried open by the increasingly desperate masses.

      There was a dim red glow on the top of the security services pylon, far less bright than it was when Gilabyte was last here. I hope the battery has enough juice in it to make the call, he thought. His eyes caught movement a few dozen meters down the street, where one of the gangers searching for them started to actually look their way.

      “Stay here,” Gilabyte whispered to Tyson. The gamer was already hidden pretty well behind an old dumpster, and having a second person to worry about right now seemed like a bad call. Gila could get over there, trigger the pylon, and lead the gangers away until help arrives. “You’re good here. I won’t be long.” A wave of potential guilt—how he would feel if Tyson got hurt or killed because of him—ran like ice water through his veins. “Stay put.”

      Gilabyte broke into a run, pressing his duffel bag tight against his side so it wouldn’t flop, stretching his long elven legs into a graceful gait that took him across the park in seconds. Accidentally skidding on the loose gravel, he slid into a crouch at the base of the pylon. He was cast in its weak crimson glow; almost in the exact same spot where he triggered it accidentally before.

      But nothing happened.

      You’ve got to be kidding me! Gilabyte looked up to see several dents and bullet holes in the pylon’s casing, shorn wires and insulating gel drooping from its open wounds. So much for that idea.

      “What was that?” and “Over there!” echoing from just down the block told Gilabyte he better figure something out fast. He looked closer at the signs of failed trespass on Neverland’s doors.

      It’ll do.

      Scrambling awkwardly like a crab from the pylon to the doors, he crossed the distance and hoped the gangers didn’t notice. Pressing his face to the glass and keeping out the ambient light with his hands around his eyes, he looked through the glass into the darkness of the abandoned shop inside.

      Even with his elven acuity, it was hard to see—but it looked as though no one had gotten inside to loot this place at all. With food starting to get scarce, one would think the locals would pop these vending machines as soon as possible. This place was built far better and of tougher stuff than its neighbors, and Gila could only guess it was an upgrade from an earlier, and much more easily robbed, version in the past. It had to be. Nobody in their right mind builds a vending center that could keep out an Ares assault team.

      A fact that’s utter drek for me, he thought, because now I have to get inside.

      “Is that them?”

      “Over by Neverland?”

      Gilabyte ran his hand across the many chips and gouges where the doors met, feeling hours of frustration and failure in those marks. This is going to take brains, not brawn. He allowed himself a quick calming breath. He let his hand drift further from the damaged surface, fingertips running across scratches and nicks like braille, until he found the cool metallic frame in which the whole door assembly was set.

      “I see him! Hera, he’s at Candyland!”

      Always love to work under pressure, he told himself. But I got this. Everybody else? They don’t have the right stuff to make it happen. I do.

      He pushed his resonance and semi-mystical power into the electricity-starved mechanical workings hungrily awaiting inside. The tendrils of his essence crept and crawled across the inside of the computerized doors. Like rain seeping through the cracks in the pavement to thirsty seeds below, Gilabyte’s resonance drifted down through the mechanisms and the circuit boards to find the dry conduits. He felt the circuits and fiber optics latch onto the energy of his resonance—but something was different.

      Whoa…

      He’d done this countless times before; merging with a system in order to manipulate it. All those other times the connection was seamless, like a metaphysical handshake. This was more like having your hand grabbed while it was asleep—numb and devoid of warmth, but still, the pressure of contact was there. It pulled at him like a dentist pulling on a pain-deadened tooth.

      It threatened to pull him into the machine…no…

      Into the grid! The darkness, the emptiness of it all, had become so abyssal in Toronto that it was a metaphysical pit that he was afraid to fall into.

      Gilabyte shook off the fear, focused on the machine again, and pushed the activators on the doors. There was a brief flicker of light as the thick polymer slabs hissed open enough for him to half-crawl, half-twist into the shop. Then, as fast as he could, he let the doors slam closed and yanked his resonance back out of the mechanism.

      Or tried to. There was resistance. Something else was lingering on the local grid—and through the grid, the machine—and it didn’t want to let go of him. The mental tug of war only lasted a few nanoseconds, but within the metaphysical mind of the technomancer, it was far too long. It felt like what Peppy had empathized to him from when some kind of spirit thing was holding her in the trap. Something was hunting technomancy in the blackout. This was so much more than just a lack of grid power and a bunch of hungry machines.

      I’m going to fragging regret this, he thought as he followed the feel of the pull, feeding it a single piece of his resonance like putting a string in the spokes of a wheel.

      For now, Gilabyte’s instincts were to keep out of the Matrix altogether; stay out of the void and don’t let that kind of nihil get its fangs into him. Yet, here he was, letting his senses fall down into the hungry oubliette that yawned around him when a group of hell-bent street gangers are headed his way.

      The Matrix was an oil slick of near-nothingness. A few specks of energy flitting back and forth—likely spirits caught on the grid. Like the metal barrel of a cooling machine gun, the glow on the doorframe went from a dazzling blue-white to a deep indigo, fading then into the blackness that consumed so much of the Matrix all around him. Wisps of his used energy drifted off like curls of smoke, and Gilabyte wondered for a moment if that was what it always looked like when he forced himself into a device—but everything was usually so bright that he never noticed.

      What else have I missed? He looked around with an almost childlike curiosity and an equally childlike fear of the unknown.

      That’s when he saw it—something like a thread…stretching from the center of his stomach to the door. It was like seeing the edge of a piece of spiderweb in a sunbeam; if you looked too quickly or at the wrong angle, it wasn’t there.

      It tethered him to what he had done to the door. He felt the air around it, waved his hand through it, and all it did was move from being connected to him at the abdomen to rooting to his pinky knuckle—always remaining taut to the shadow of the door mechanism in the blackness.

      He looked beyond his own thread, letting his senses try to penetrate the almost two-dimensional darkness outside Neverland’s physical walls—which were like decorative paper there in the Matrix. That’s when he saw them: more silvery threads stretching across the bleak nothingness. Bending around shades of dormant devices, they were everywhere, these tiny spiderwebs of…technomantic energy?

      Then something slid across the edge of his vision. Something darker than the darkest part of the Matrix. Like smearing a thumb across a black canvas with fresh ink, he could see it fly across the horizon only to vanish in the nothingness at the edge of his perception. The thing, this flying inky smear on the aether, somehow twisted upon itself and despite it being devoid of shape or feature or eyes, he felt it looking toward him.

      Through him.

      At him.

      Oh drek! Suddenly he was an antelope in a lion’s gaze. The buzz of adrenaline mixing into his bloodstream filled his core. Skin chilled, hair raised, and time slowed. All he wanted to do was get away. He yanked himself out of the bleak with all the subtlety of ripping the blinds down to close a window.

      It took only a moment for Gilabyte’s senses to return to normal, but it was still too long. He blinked away the dark of the all-too-vacant Matrix in favor of the dim grayness of the physical nightscape. Thankful for the few specks of light to work with, his elven eyes focused on the parking lot—making sure they hadn’t found Tyson. Or rather, that he didn’t do anything stupid like try to come out of hiding to help.

      He had not.

      Hera and five other gangers were all standing at the edge of the parking lot, some pacing in short tracks or in small circles, but Hera simply glared directly at Gilabyte through the glass. They were talking to one another and pointing at the building. While he couldn’t read lips very well—or really at all, that was Roll Out’s forte—he could tell the gangers didn’t want to come anywhere closer to Neverland, that was for damned sure.

      Why? Gilabyte didn’t have the answers, but he was pretty sure it had to do with why this place was the Fort Knox of vending joints. He made note of the counterweighted manual lever on the inside of the doors, and was suddenly thankful he wouldn’t have to resonate it again to leave. Just a few hard yanks, like jacking up a car.

      The gangers kept arguing outside, but made no motion or implication they were coming inside. If Gila wasn’t mistaken, he thought they were frightened of the place.

      Seeing he still had Hera’s undivided attention, he raised a single finger in salute to the standoff and pressed it against the glass.

      “Fragger!” Now that word he could read and hear perfectly well. Hera lost her temper at his less-than-friendly hand gesture. Yanking her handgun out, she let off a volley of half a dozen rounds at him. The first slammed and spiderwebbed against the heavy window construction, causing Gila to drop his duffel bag and cringe together in the most awkward of flinches. The next five rounds did the same, but the technomancer didn’t show his worries about the building’s durability. Instead, he turned away and looked at the darkness of the store.

      Make the most of the situation, I guess. Could be good to fill up while he had the access.

      He plucked the emergency axe from off the top of his bag. Feeling its heft in his hands, he looked around at the vending and serving machines. So many choices. All of the ultra-sweet SnakAttak series. The Eden Soy product line was better for you, but never agreed well with him. Go-Toobs—liquified flavored nutrient pastes—were all too popular with deckheads and Matrix zombies, and they supposedly lasted forever until its weird mouth-seal tube dispenser was popped. He headed to the first machine and sank the lever end of the tool into the hard-locked edge of the display with a clunk and a grinding-cracking of the plastic window.

      “Perfect,” he said, eyeing the Quetzol-Cola lineup next to the cashout register, smacking his lips. Talk about Pavlovian advertising. He left the duffel, now bulky with foodstuffs, in the middle of the aisle and looked the bottle-shaped soda display up and down, trying to figure out where best to pry it open, but his attention was pulled back to the front of the store when someone started banging on the glass.

      “Gila! Gila!” Tyson was there, pounding just to the side of where Hera’s bullets failed to penetrate. “The Scar gangers, they took off! It’s safe to come out again!”

      Or it’s a trap, you Five-Cred-Fred!

      “Get out. You can’t be here.”

      The voice echoed around the room, sending ripples of fear across Gilabyte’s skin. It was a low growl of a voice, with just enough of a wheezing hiss of air between words to sound monstrous.

      Or…I’m the one who’s in the trap!

      “Aw, man.” Gilabyte stood up on his tiptoes, looking around in the gloom for the source of the voice. His mind went hurtling back to the weird secret-door employee from the last time he was here, and he pivoted to look for that door. “Things were so bad out there, chummer.” He kept turning in place, tightening his grip on the pry-tool. “And I just ducked in here to avoid some nasty folk. If this is about the food, I’ll pay for it, okay? I’ll just leave my credstick on the counter and—”

      “Hungry?” The voice was louder, an incredulous tone turning the growl into a hiss. “You h-have no idea what hunger issss…” The clink of broken glass falling out of a vending box Gilabyte had already opened was all he needed to hear to get a direction.

      “Oh, come on.” He almost wished his eyes weren’t so sharp in this darkness.

      “So…hungryyy…” It was another employee, this time some guy in a Neverland-branded jumper, nametagged Nibs, crawling like some kind of spidery man-thing over the top of the Toobs vendor, just a few aisles away. Long-fingered hands that ended in ragged, dirty nails—no, claws—balanced him on the top part of the swinging display door, which sent glass shards scattering to the linoleum. He bent like a carnival contortionist to keep each foot stable on two candy dispensers. He wore a mask of a younger boy with rabbit ears, one of which was completely shorn off at the bend. The oversized head cocked slightly to one side and the other, as if looking for someone. Then, from within the unsettling, unmoving face, he said, “Peter will never know. Jussst one bite…”

      It leaped off the machines like a tree frog, legs bent and flailing behind him and arms stretched out to grab the elf in a sudden and unrequited hug. All Gilabyte could think of was what those nasty fingernails were going to feel like digging into his skin, and how to prevent it from happening.

      “Sorry, chum.” He swung the prybar with every ounce of his strength, drawing on all the muscles of his upper legs, hips, and core like Black Jacques had showed him. “I ain’t nobody’s snack!”

      Even with the foam padding of the mask, there was a resounding ping! of the metal wedge as it struck Nibs against the side of the head, changing the trajectory of the incoming attack enough for the technomancer to sidestep the sprawling mess of a man.

      “Unh!” Nibs crumpled to the floor, a tangle of limbs and uniform. Gilabyte’s hit had all but torn the foam mask from his head, and the concussed acrobat tore the rest of the bloodstained, comical headgear away. Nibs looked up at the elf, a predatory shine in his overly large, bloodshot eyes. His nose was a series of pinched wrinkles that lifted his nostrils into long, forward-facing slits perfect for inhaling the scent of prey. Nibs’ ears were ragged and torn, like two papery flaps on either side of his head, and his entire scalp was a scabrous patch of irregular flesh and greasy wisps of hair.

      But it was the mouth that grabbed Gila’s attention in perfect focus. It was a wide beartrap of an opening between the deformed nose and sandpaper chin, filled with fangs like a bag full of broken glass. Thick, viscous drool fell from Nibs’ cracked, chapped lips.

      Nibs is a damned ghoul!

      “Oh, drek!” Gilabyte had to get the hell away from that thing, because where there was one ghoul, there were always more. Running toward the door, he knew he only had a few seconds before Nibs would come back to its senses. He wasn’t about to try and fight it, not with his only backup being an unarmed vid-gamer outside a locked door, not without a piece, and definitely not without the full array of techno-shenanigans he couldn’t currently call on.

      He might be able to get through this, though. Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, his run bent around one of the endcaps so he could reach down and scoop up his duffel bag of ill-gotten gains.

      “Miiine!” the ghoul hissed in the shadows a few aisles back, and Gilabyte didn’t spare it a glance. If he stopped moving, that maw would cut him down to the bone for sure—so he would just use what his dad gave him and move. That he could hear Nibs starting to climb to his feet only fueled Gilabyte’s urgency. The twists and turns of the aisles and machines would only stymie that thing for so long.

      Frag! As Gilabyte rounded the final stretch to the doors, his attention zoomed in on a suddenly all-too-important factor in his escape—the manual door lever. The 30-centimeter yellow-and-black-striped length of carbide steel was like a shark’s fin in the shallows; it would take at least a few seconds to use it to wrench the doors open again.

      Even if Gilabyte resonated into the door slides again, he would still have to push them open enough to get out, not to mention risk drawing the attention of whatever was sliding around the Matrix in this hellish blackout. The sheer thought it might still be lurking right outside those doors to suck him in was almost too much.

      He laid eyes on the two Grab-A-Cheeno automated soycafe machines on either side of the main walkway, and knew what he had to do. That might work!

      Altering his run to loop around the sure-to-be-rotten deli pack stand, Gilabyte reached down into himself and found three excited balls of technomantic fury—good ol’ Pry, Pull, and Yank. The anarchic brothers of his sprite Brute Squad. Sorry, guys… this’ll be quick.

      Let us at ’eeem! The scarlet balls of entropy swirled into being and pulsed hungrily in the aether of Gilabyte’s senses. He had only a moment, so he let out a shrill whistle to bring the little monsters to heel.

      “Let’s give Nibs a drink!” Gilabyte pointed at the machines, and the fury sprites went to work.

      They roared in unison, slamming into the Matrix shadows of the two plastic machines like a trio of guided missiles. Unguarded, unpowered circuits controlling slowly fermenting, pressurized storage tanks were nothing to them. They gleefully sparked the machines to life, utterly short-circuiting and overloading their mechanisms.

      “I’ll drink your brain jelly!” Nibs hissed, stretching out into view a few aisles away, skidding on the linoleum briefly before narrowing his shining eyes at the elf. He charged, a lethal surge toward Gila—if it weren’t for the Brutes’ handiwork, that is.

      Result! Gila cheered his approval into the sprites as the two spigot-laden machines rattled violently to life. Like a tan and ivory mockery of the fountains at the New Bellagio in Vegas, they began to vomit forth arcing mixtures of sugar, curdled milk substitute, soy café, and water from both sides of the walkway. It was perfect.

      Gilabyte yanked the Brute Squad back inside the aether, not letting them stay out long enough to be drawn into that black thing outside. As always, they hesitated—wanting to wreak more havoc—but as extensions of his will, they acquiesced.

      Just as the last scarlet sprite vanished into his resonance, Gilabyte slid into the door like it was home plate, his fingers already clutching at the manual lever. There was an audible clunk of the magnetic ratcheting wheel, but Nibs’ crescendo hiss drowned it out immediately.

      “No escape…” The ghoul shot forward terrifyingly fast on all fours.

      Gilabyte’s guts went cold as Nibs’ talons clacked against the floor, pushing straight through the sickly sweet and frothy puddle. But the second fold of the creature’s gait found no purchase on the spreading spill, and the ghoul’s legs shot out from underneath his momentum. With nothing to steady himself, he flailed like an animal caught on ice, and crashed headfirst in the remainder of the formerly fresh baked goods.

      It was the break Gilabyte needed. The door popped open, sliding open ten centimeters or so. It wasn’t hard for him to shove the end of the pry-tool in the gap and twist, opening the doors far enough to get himself out of the shop.

      He had no idea what came next other than running, but this was better than being made into elf tartare on Neverland’s floor. Adrenaline is one helluva motivator, and Pappi always said nothing was faster on foot than a “wee elf on a good scare.”

      Gilabyte was halfway through the door—almost free and clear—when he was almost yanked off his feet.

      “Get baaack here!”

      Damn, ghouls are fast! Nibs had clutched one of his gnarly hands around the strap of Gilabyte’s duffle, holding him like a struggling fish at the end of an angler’s line.

      “Let go!” Fast AND strong! Every muscle in Gila’s arms was on fire with adrenaline and fatigue. The tug of war was starting to feel like the choice between keeping his future meals or becoming one right now.

      “Get down!” The commanding voice was confident and strong; Gilabyte was shocked to see who its owner was as he walked into view from behind a pair of abandoned cars. What started as his lithe silhouette flared brightly into view on one side as something in his hand flared into a gout of flame—Tyler had made a Molotov cocktail.

      The flaming bottle spun end over end in a high arc from his hand, casting a weirdly beautiful strobe-like effect across the parking lot before it smashed against the building—right above the doors.

      The resulting bloom of flame spread like flickering orange ivy across the sign, rivulets of burning accelerant running down the front of the building, broken glass fragments trailing smoke and licks of flame showering the whole area in front of Neverland.

      Gilabyte was not a big fan of being set on fire. He ducked away from the blazing wall as Nibs recoiled from the flame before the bottle even made contact. The ghoul gave up his grip on the duffel to disappear into the shop with a hiss.

      Gilabyte half-fell, half-lurched into the suddenly well-lit lot, bag in hand. Thankful for the inflammation interjection—he scrambled toward where Tyson was admiring his handiwork.

      “No! Put it out!”

      “Save Neverland!”

      “Fire! Fire!”

      The shadows around the building gave sudden birth to several figures, appearing from all around where the dark fought the dazzling light of the fire. Some wore the same uniform as Nibs, others were in in basic workshop denim overalls—but they all moving like ghouls. All but one—taller, upright, directing the rest to try and stem the fire. In between giving orders to his crew, this alpha ghoul stared out at Gilabyte and Tyson.

      “Go!” the composed ghoul yelled. “Take your booty and leave, pirates. We’ll have no more of this game tonight!”

      “We’d better smoke bomb outta here, Gila.” He gestured to the duffel bag, the contents of which were exposed from the broken zipper and newly ripped seam. “Can’t imagine he’ll be happy ’bout you lifting all of that.”

      “At least I didn’t set the building on fire.”

      “Yeah.” Tyson’s face twisted into an awkward grimace. “That was pretty prime, wasn’t it?”

      “Pretty quick thinking, too.”

      “Choice.” Ty puffed up, “I saved the damned day. MVP nom over here, right?”

      “Let’s just get going.” Gilabyte spared a look back at the Candy Shoppe, noting the flames were already out. There were the flashes of predatory eyes in the smoke and the dark, and now there was no question as to why the gangers didn’t want to mess with Neverland. “High Park is a pretty long walk from here.”

      “I was meanin’ to ask.” Tyson walked backward as they left the scene, keeping one eye on his elven friend and his other eye in Neverland’s direction while they spoke. “Why High Park? If we’re trying to low tech it out of Toronto, why not hit the wharfs and catch a boat or somethin’?” He paused, curiosity blasting across his features. “I mean, there isn’t like a GridGuide for boats, right?”

      “You know,” Gilabyte ignored the odd question, “On one of my first days here, I met a very helpful local named Rose. She told me if I needed help—and I’m thinking we do—to come to High Park and ask for D-Squared. I know I want to get us out of Toronto, but now I also want to get out of here before...” he trailed off, remembering the feeling of that dark aetheric thing yanking at his resonance. “Before this vacation gets us killed.”

      Tyson smiled goofily. He opened his hands wide like a gameshow host, gesturing to the dark and intimidating landscape around them, “This metropolitan paradise? Why would you want to leave all of this behind?”

      “It was all prime time and high class before the lights went out.” Gilabyte pulled his jacket sleeve to puff out the maple leaf. “I was actually becoming pretty fond of this place. Then some slipjack of a drek figured out how to suck the juice from the grid and then it became a horror vid I can’t unplug from.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I really wanted this vacation to work out, stay off the clock, not have to run at all while I’m here. Full corp ride, too. But—”

      “The drek with the lights. Yeah. I’m sure the crew of paramilitary mercs paying the locals to help hunt you down doesn’t hurt.” Tyson raised an eyebrow. “So…who is this Rose? Can she be trusted?”

      “Well, I feel like maybe me meeting her and then running into you is fate or something.” Once more, Gilabyte’s fingers went to the little armadillo hanging around his throat. “Like…the spirits getting involved. Like, that’s how much I think I can trust her.”

      “You goin’ shaman on me, man?”

      “If only it was that easy.” He was hurled back to late-night conversations with Roll Out about his deep and personal relationship with his totem. How it was really a lifelong process. He couldn’t keep the shades of sadness from darkening his features.

      “Sorry.” Tyson’s tone fell truly apologetic. “I didn’t know the spirit stuff would offend you.”

      “No, no. It ain’t like that.” He grabbed him by the elbow—and felt a band of cold plastic under his Lycra sleeve. It actually caused Gila to recoil slightly, which Ty noticed. “Aw, drek…now I’m sorry.”

      “What?” The gamer rolled up his sleeve and showed off a semi-translucent plasticine prosthetic that started above the elbow and ended inside a suede-gloved hand, “This old thing? It’s nothing. I got caught up in a nasty pile of ugly a few years back. Docs stitched me up pretty good.”

      “Good enough that I didn’t notice.” They started walking again, and soon were in step again. “I didn’t feel it, either. I normally can get a pretty strong grid echo off cyberware.”

      “It’s old school, low tech. Barely even has a power siggy.” He rolled his fingers in an exaggerated wave in the air. “I couldn’t have any feedback possibly tick against my ’trodes. Woulda killed my free-aim reflex and I’d be out of the competitive scene in less than a season. I should’ve gone biotech…Shiawase or maybe Uni-Omni, but I definitely didn’t have the yen for that at the time.” He shook his head and rolled down his sleeve. “Hell, I prolly don’t have it now.”

      Gilabyte stopped their advance at what was, by the number of grid-dead and abandoned vehicles there, a formerly busy intersection. He popped out the pamphlet, checked the map, and looked at the buildings, obviously trying to figure out their exact location. Without AR tags and GridGuide to help, any megaplex city would be hard to navigate—especially for a tourist who normally used auto-nav in his own hometown.

      “This way.”
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        Grenadier Pond Barricades—A Recent Addition

        High Park, Toronto

        15th November 2080, 0230 hrs

      

      

      After an hour of crossing dark streets and avoiding obvious or unnecessary complications, Gilabyte and Tyson finally arrived at the edge of an enormous stretch of green within the Greater Toronto area—High Park.

      Compared to the pictures in the travel pamphlets, in the last seventy-two hours however, this normally warm and welcoming tourist attraction had taken on a much different image.

      The lush, chemically fertilized hedgerow lining the public access area around Grenadier Pond had been armored with sheets of diamond steel plate and hundreds of meters of coiled razor wire. Combined with a few dozen salvaged car doors, trunks, and hoods, it made an impressive barricade wall.

      Half a dozen scattered patrollers roamed, each one clad in heavy armor and slinging some seriously medieval weaponry. They sported numerous kinds of hunting bows, spears, and axes. There was even an enormous ogre—a legitimate offshoot meta—with a halberd consisting of a sharpened and reinforced yield sign wrapped in plumber’s tape. Tiki torches, the kinds used to keep mosquitoes away during a garden BBQ back in Dallas, were planted behind the barricade every twenty feet or so to make up for the lack of overhead lighting that would have normally cast everything in their humming, LED bath of ivory.

      “It looks like a damned castle wall on an inner-city budget,” Gilabyte said as they crossed the parking lot toward the scene. “Honestly, reminds me of pics I’ve seen of Bug City at the height of the lockdown.”

      Tyson chuckled. “Well, it makes me feel better if the person who’s supposed to help you built all this.”

      “Let’s hope so.” His sharp elven eyes picked out at least three barricade guards drawing back bowstrings at them. “Whoa!” Looking for cover and not seeing any within diving distance, Gilabyte popped his free hand in the air, the other—still looped under the handles of the duffel—could only wave comically at ribcage height.

      “Friend or foe?” a voice behind the barricade shouted. “What’s yer business in the Park?”

      One of the guards started making frantic hand gestures to the ogre, who responded in kind.

      “You see that?” Gilabyte whispered to Tyson. “Secret High Park hand signals. Get ready to duck some low tech, primitive, ugly drek.”

      “It’s not that at all, man.” Ty waved to the monstrous mound of muscle and calcium growths wielding a piece of traffic infrastructure, getting the beast’s attention before his own hands blurred into motion, going through similar patterns and symbols. The ogre returned his own hand signs.

      “You know their codes?”

      “It ain’t like that,” TY explained, continuing to manually communicate with the ogre the whole time. “The big guy is Signpost. It’s just sign language. He’s deaf, but he has sharper eyes than me, you, or anyone on that row, guaranteed.”

      “’Old y’r fire!” The ogre bellowed to his fellow patrollers, the sound of his voice somewhat flattened from working through his deafness and around the row of overgrown tusks in his lower jaw.

      At his command, the archers lowered their bows and a handful of patrollers drew back a section of the metal and dry hedge wall, allowing a tall ork woman in a dazzlingly multi-colored jumpsuit to half walk, half skip out to greet them, a shiny revolver spinning by the trigger guard around her outstretched finger. She moved with augmented flexibility, and Gilabyte felt the radical amounts of cyberware woven throughout her body.

      Damn… that’s a lot. His technomagery painted a picture in his mind of the patchwork quilt all that gear made of her insides. How can she stand all of it?

      “Hoi and howdyadoo?” Her voice was a touch more high pitched than what Gila expected out of an ork, but it had a tonal hum that revealed some esophageal cyberwork. “I’m Lunatech, one of Mistress Dee’s lieutenants on the Wall. What brings you to High Park? Oh, yeah, don’t you think about doing anything stupid. Because I’ll shoot you. I’m allow. Lieutenant, remember. Or one of Signpost’s archers will plug you. Option A, dead. Option B, dead.”

      “We’ll take whatever option is the one where we end up being alive,” Gila took advantage of the brief moment where the ork wasn’t speaking a mile a minute. “Rose said if I ever needed help, I could come and ask for D-Squared?”

      Tyson continued to sign the translation to Signpost, whose hulking form loomed in the darkness beyond the gate. By the consistent nodding and lack of incoming puncture wounds, the ogre was approving of his message contents.

      Lunatech tapped her finger against her chin, then rolled into her all-too-fast reply. “Hmm… Well, the sovereign and beloved leader of all of us High Parkers is a very busy woman. Very busy. She doesn’t just open her doors for every Tom, Dick, and Jennifer that strolls up at four a.m., y’know? Not even for someone who claims to be primo best-besties with the Rose. I mean, if—”

      “Rose,” Gilabyte interrupted the tight-wired ork. “It’s just Rose. It bugs her when people add ‘the.’”

      At that, Gilabyte saw their demeanors change and lighten immediately.

      There’s always a test.

      “Come on in, Rosie’ll be along shortly.” Lunatech cocked her head and gave a rather alarmingly wide grin. “Sorry about all the drama—you know how it can get, ’runner.”

      She told them about me. He wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

      “Alright then, in you guys go.” Lunatech holstered her gun with a flourish, even blowing imaginary steam off of her fingertip to punctuate the move. “We gotta get buttoned back up. You never can tell what kind of uggo street scraping could try to blow in while we’re all open and inviting. Come on, come on. Rose will be by the pond. Follow me!”

      He could still feel judging eyes on him as they all passed through the entrance lot of High Park into the patchy yard around Grenadier Pond. Based on tourist pictures alone, it was mind-boggling how fast something like this became disheveled and unkempt when the groundskeepers and maintenance workers have other, more important things to worry about.

      “Damn…” Tyson half-whispered as their little trio approached a pair of Parkers huddled around a smoldering pile of embers that had probably been a pretty big campfire an hour ago. A dwarf clad in a worn linen overcoat and a green-skinned young woman wrapped up in a furry purple blanket; both of them looked over as the group approached. A smile that shone brightly, despite the bleak of night welcomed them as Rose hopped down to run over and greet them.

      “Hey and ho there, hero!” She shook Gilabyte’s hand, and instinctively reached out for Tyson’s. “Nice to meetcha.”

      “It is my high-def pleasure,” the gamer laid it on a little thick, but his smile was genuine.

      “She’s happy to see ya,” said the rough-and-tumble dwarf with half a face of wirework. His chromed-out arm was covered in scales and ended in a fist full of alloy draconic claws. “So, this the heroic web crawler?”

      “Yeah. His name’s Gilabyte.” She paused and jerked a thumb at the elf, then turned the same hand to point at the dwarf. “That’s Smaugie.”

      “Mr. Smaug, if you please.” He flexed his metallic left arm, showing off the claws and sending a ripple of clanks down the scales. He looked Gilabyte up and down, the wires surrounding his right eye glittering with pulses of bio-electric energy. “He don’t look all that heroic to me.”

      “Gosh,” Gilabyte groaned sarcastically, “thanks.”

      “Web crawler?” Tyson blurted out.

      “He spins the threads. Preys on the grid. Ensorcels the Matrix. Technomages are the spiders on the world wide web.” Lunatech interjected, her fingers making creepily accurate arachnid pantomimes in the air.

      “He knocked over Neverland,” Rose shot back. “All the while he went all sprite-happy when that thing was circling overhead.”

      Tyson opened his mouth to ask, but Gilabyte’s subtle head shake said “Not now. Later.”

      “I stand corrected.” Mr. Smaug smiled, showing off a lower jaw full of far-too-white dental crowns beneath a row of crooked, smoke-yellowed teeth. “Or he’s just stupid.” His laugh sounded mean-spirited, like the way a grade-school bully laughs at someone else’s misfortunes whether or not they were the one to cause them. “So, if he’s the big bad techno-hero, that makes you…” He raised his remaining eyebrow at Tyson. “The sidekick? Sparky? Sparks?”

      “Frag, man.” Tyson clicked his tongue to maintain his cool façade. “Uncalled for, bro.”

      “Come on,” Rose tugged at the duffel under Gila’s arm. “You guys don’t have to stand around here takin’ this abuse. Let’s get you officially in Dee’s queue.”

      “She’s in for the night, cherié,” said a thin-framed man emerging from the darkness. He grasped Rose by the shoulders, quickly making a kissing sound at each of her cheeks. His green and yellow Hawaiian shirt flowed open in the chilly pre-winter night, but he showed no signs of the cold bothering him. Slacks the color and pattern of the old Nu-Scotch tape package were tucked into shin-height black riding boots. Clean-shaven except for a thin braided strip of hair under his lower lip, there were several symbols scarred or branded into the sides of his pale scalp.

      Gilabyte felt no electronics present on his person, dead or otherwise, but recognized one of the swirling patterns of runes on his forearms. Street mage.

      “SINder!” Rose threw her arms around the multicolored mage and smiled, wide and genuine. SINder let out a high-pitched squeak, and she let go. “Sin? This is Gilabyte. He’s a stray from down south, and he needs to talk to Dee.” She paused, cocking her head, “He’s good people.”

      “How gauche,” SINder scolded her, wagging his finger dramatically in her face before turning to Gilabyte and bowing shallowly at his waist. “Pardon my sister’s assumptive nature. It’s a bit of a probléme with we Quebecois. Wherever you may be from, I’m sure it is a scant better scene than this l’enfer des ténèbres!”

      “How far south?” Lunatech asked, turning her body to face magnetic South and giving an awkward chuckle about something no one else was aware of.

      “Dallas,” Gilabyte said. “The big and dusty itself. It’s not the best place, but c’est à la maison, right?” He smirked at SINder on the last quip.

      “Oui, oui!” Both Torontonians smiled and looked at each other, then back at the elf. “You speak pretty good français for a CAS cowboy.” SINder seemed legitimately impressed.

      “One of my business associates is a big ork from the swampskirts of New Orleans, calls himself a ‘Creork.’ Taught me enough to get by around his people.” From their pinch in their jaws and slight nose wrinkles, Gilabyte could tell Black Jacques was being judged by the northerners. It wasn’t a strong enough reaction to make the elf unsteady or unsure about his new friends—they were just raised to look down on the Creole. It was drek, but a fact of some metahumans’ life.

      “Oh,” SINder responded, a touch of snide in his tone, “that’s nice of him.”

      “’Creork.’” Rose laughed. “I’ll remember that if I ever get that far down south.” Turning back to the technomage, she asked, “What are you here to talk to Princess Dee about? What kind of trouble can the High Parkers help you with that a tough guy shadowrunner like yourself can’t wriggle out of?”

      “Ty and I had to run out of Leone on the quick,” Gilabyte admitted, “it seems some ugliness from down south followed me up and is throwing Nuyen around trying to stamp my head with local crosshairs.”

      “And some low renters stole one of his blue floaty things!” Tyson blurted out.

      The collective blank stare his comment received from everyone—even the habitually eccentric Lunatech—was the palpable definition of confusion.

      “One of my sprites—” Gilabyte sighed. “—got sprite-jacked. But we got her back. Peppy’s alright, so that’s all done now.”

      “You got one of your sprites back from the Grid Pirates…alive?” Lunatech was shock-still and very serious.

      “You name and gender your sprites?” SINder scoffed, but was immediately silenced by a green-skinned backhand to the upper arm.

      “And you’ve felt the pull of the darklight thing?” Rose was wide-eyed. “And resisted?” She shot a telling glance to SINder, who returned the sentiment. “That’s something Dee will be interested in. Seems you really are something special, Gila.”

      “And I bring gifts!” Gilabyte held open the broken zipper on the duffel to reveal the assortment of snack foods, rattling and rustling the contents suggestively. “My momma always said never show up to someone’s house for the first time empty handed. Anybody feelin’ munchy?”

      “Don’t forget the big guy,” Tyson stepped up onto the bench and waved to Signpost, quickly signing an invitation to Gila’s sugary wares.

      “Not this late, I’d be bouncing off the walls.” SINder shook his head. “Maybe in the morn, bon?”

      “For me?” Signpost asked gruffly as he stomped into the scene, reaching over Gilabyte’s shoulder and taking a fistful of plastic packages off the top of the bag. He crinkled the mass into one amorphous ball, shoving it in his maw and chewing noisily. “Thanks, new friend!” He tilted his fingers away from his chin in the sign for ‘thank you’ at the same time. As quickly as he appeared, the ogre strode back toward his post.

      “No matter how often I see it,” Smaug chuckled, “Post’s garbage disposal of a gut is somethin’ else.”

      “Just another reason why Signpost’s a good friend to have.” Rose plucked a Mocha Blast AttakPak from the bag. “Especially in a scrap.”

      “I bet.” Gilabyte watched as the monstrous man stepped clear over the front end of an Econocar before driving the head of his yield-halberd down into the concrete curb like a woodsman setting his ax in a trunk between splitting logs. He could just imagine what Signpost would be able to do with that thing in a combat situation. “I bet this place is getting left well enough alone by looters and gangers.”

      “Dee’s reputation and all of her connections help a lot with that,” SINder said. “While the corps and the wage slaves don’t know to fear our reine verte, the street life sure do. High Parkers like us look after our own, no matter what.”

      “That is awesome,” Tyson said. “All my friends are digital. Except Gila here.” He let out a half-hearted chuckle. “Who is still half-pixel anyway, right?”

      “How many…High Parkers…are there?” Gilabyte smiled at his friend’s comment, but continued the conversation. “And you guys all just live here?”

      “About thirty or so,” Rose answered, “but a lot like a stable of ’runners, our numbers go up and down based on who is out doin’ jobs and the like.” She looked around. “I’d guess we’re at about half strength, based on who’s manning the wall, so to speak.” Pointing across the pond to a small cluster of sheds, shacks, and tiny home pre-fabs that had been erected in a sort of ‘park village.’ “Ever since we turned the park into our official turf, and Dee made the city see we’re good for them, it’s basically ours. A little green village in the middle of a metroplex.”

      “Hey! Attend juste un moment, sister.” SINder wrinkled his brow. “Do we really trust him that well?”

      “I’d better.” Her voice was suddenly cold. “They’re crashing with us.”

      “I am?”

      “We are?”

      “Look at it this way,” she continued, standing up and gesturing for them to do the same. “Dee isn’t takin’ visits until tomorrow. You have to be exhausted. We all are. I can’t have you running off in the night or getting yourself zeroed out by a Parker that doesn’t know who you are, right?”

      “I guess so,” Gilabyte answered. What could these guys need me for? They seem to have everything covered.

      “Good luck tomorrow.” Lunatech patted Tyson on the back. “She’s not scary at all. You guys will be fine. I promise. Pinky swear.” She held up her hand, pinky out, for just over a second before turning abruptly away. Walking back toward the wall, she slowed down for a moment to grab another handful of foodstuffs from the duffel hanging on Gila’s arm.

      “You got this, web crawler,” Mister Smaug added, his voice sounding oddly without snark for the first time. He nodded solemnly to everyone and took a step away, “Come on, Sin. I need ya for a few.” The two of them disappeared into the dark of the park, with SINder giving one last unsure look at his sister before the night swallowed them up.

      Rose, Tyson, and Gilabyte crossed the main throughway to the strange little community around the pond’s edge. Like everything else with the grid outage, they were dark inside and out, but Gilabyte could see well enough by moonlight that each little fiberglass shed and their attached meter-deep little porches were distinctly decorated. The High Parkers really did have a little living community in the middle of a supposedly public park.

      No different than established squatters, I suppose.

      The bungalow Rose led them to was strung with holiday lights, obviously unlit, and a multitude of small hanging pots growing a variety of plants. SINder probably used them in his spells and rites, which is why Gilabyte couldn’t recognize even a third of the weird, leafy things.

      The door was being held closed by a hand’s width of industrial Velcro, the wires to the magnetic locking rig cut and hanging useless next to the doorframe. With a hard yank accompanied by a ripping sound that had to be heard for a city block, they were inside.

      It was effectively two small rooms and a water closet. There was a sleeping and living area with a sleeper sack in the corner and a hammock hanging from the rafters. It was attached to a kitchenette containing some mostly empty shelves and one of those Horizon micro-cooker and sanitizer combo units. There were more herbs and plants growing inside, but what grabbed Gilabyte’s attention was the rows and rows of little manga collectible figurines lined up pretty much on every flat surface. Dozens, maybe a hundred or more.

      “You guys have quite the collection,” Tyson said, tapping a finger lightly on the Phase Four Ki-Kama Cyberninjoid on the windowsill.

      “You guys?” Rose scoffed, lighting a series of small candles to cast a glow throughout the small room. “These are all mine. I’ve read pretty much every “Tales Of” or “Journey To” trade collection they’ve put out since the sixties. I even have one in print.”

      “Impressive.”

      “I’m a big Kasanawa fan, myself.” Gilabyte added.

      “That thimble-fingered braincase?” she laughed, wiggling her fingers suggestively. “I guess he’s all right. A little repetitive, though.”

      “That’s the beauty of it.” Gilabyte set down his bag, the pry-tool clanking loudly against the floorboards. “Part of the love comes from feeling the familiar scenes.” He made a dramatic kung-fu styled strike with his hands in the air. “Doesn’t hurt that he’s one badass elf, either. Hell, I made my parents send me to a dojo when I was growing up so I could be like him.”

      “Really?” Rose and Tyson responded in unison.

      “Yeah. But I quit before they could teach me how to use the thimble technique.”

      They all laughed tiredly, finishing with a sigh and a pause long enough to let everyone know the night was well and over.

      “You guys can take the sack and the foldup,” Rose pointed. “Sin will be back after whatever trouble Smaug’s getting them into, so I’ll just coffin up in the tub.”

      “Thanks,” Gila responded. “For everything.”

      “Yeah,” Tyson yawned, his orange mohawk a tangled flop over his eyes, “Why are you so nice to effective strangers?”

      “Anyone who cares enough about their sprites to fully personalize them? Free them from captivity instead of just cutting them free and minimizing the loss?” Her smile was warm, friendly. “They’re okay in my book.”

      Ty cleared his throat.

      “And so are their friends,” she finished.

      “I reckon your friends aren’t quite so ready to sign up for the fan club just yet.” Gila settled in the crinkly, silicon-bead filled cushion blob of a sack. “Thanks, nonetheless.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet, Spidey. You still have to barter with D-Squared, the princess of High Park, to help get you guys out of here safely. And I’ll tell you this, she is a businesswoman, first and foremost. G’night, gents.”

      She retreated into the restroom, and the night ended with a heavy click of the deadbolt on her room’s segmented door.

      

      Morning came far too fast. When a world normally illuminated by electric light is plunged into an artificial darkness, any amount of raw light becomes a battering ram against the eyelids.

      When the sun got high enough to peek over Toronto’s eastern skyline, a spear of golden mid-morning light shot through the window and punched him between the eyes. He rolled away from the blazing glow and buried his face in the velveteen covering of the sleeper sack.

      But the daylight had already done its work—he was awake. Twisting awkwardly to look around the room, Gilabyte saw SINder’s hammock still swung empty above, Tyson was folded into a small body-ball on the fold-out chair, and the door to the bathroom was still shut—meaning the mage wasn’t home and Rose wasn’t awake yet.

      A look around won’t hurt. He got up slowly, fought the urge to groan as his limbs stretched out, and started stepping around the room. He carefully took in the little details about the décor, trying to get a better grasp on who he might be leaning on for help.

      Who were these High Parkers? Did he trade a solo self-preservation for just another self-serving group of gangers with a lush hangout? If he had access to the Matrix, Piggyback would already be traipsing through Rose’s backlog of digital footprints and making sure SINder wasn’t some kind of Aztech blood-hunter. But daylight or not, the city was still dark, electronically speaking. It was up to his somewhat pedestrian physical investigative skills.

      Gilabyte saw a number of empty soycafe cups, piles of Seabreeze Taffy wrappers here and there, and a large wine stain on the side of the sleeper sack. There was a surprising amount of dust. The potted plants grew in synthetic nutria-mash liberally sprinkled with aquatigel spheres—the kinds of things greenhouse gardeners used when they couldn’t regularly water the plants. Overall, Gilabyte was pretty sure these guys might live here, but they didn’t spend a lot of time here.

      Velcro, being the archnemesis of stealth, announced the arrival of someone outside. In an effort to look nonchalant, Gilabyte half-slid and half-leapt into the sleeper sack with a surprisingly loud foomph of silicone pellets. Contorting himself into an awkward “I just woke up…really” position, he found his place just as the front door swung slowly open.

      “Bonjour.” SINder entered the room looking as eccentric as ever. On top, he wore a new blue Hawaiian shirt over a vintage Mindsweeper ’75 tour tee shirt. Beneath, he wore a black, patent leather kilt and rivet-studded sandals. “You up?” Seeing Gilabyte was still in the sack, he made an exaggerated grimace. “Oh, ma faute! I didn’t wake you, did I?”

      “Yes,” Tyson growled from under his own arm.

      “No, not really,” Gilabyte added a hint of truth to his act with a wide yawn.

      “Speak for yourself.” The folding door to the bathroom clacked and slammed open, revealing a thoroughly worse-for-wear Rose. Her shirt was on backward, the belt holding her pants loosely on her hips had a visible twist in it, and her hair was effectively a nest of cowlicks pointing in a variety of directions. “That damned rip-strip on our door could wake the dead.”

      “Looks like it may have,” SINder snickered, producing a cardboard holder bearing three large Tim Horton’s beverage cups. “But this will help.” Setting down the tray, he handed their guest a lukewarm cup of brown, frothy liquid that smelled amazing.

      “No way!” Rose, instantly lucid, crossed the room in three fast strides and snatched one of the remaining cups from the tray, bringing it to her nose and breathing in deep. “You boneheads found a working Timmy’s!?”

      “Not exactly,” the mage smirked.

      “Ugh!” She recoiled from her first sip dramatically. “What did you do, Sin?”

      “Smaug, Lunatech, and I popped over to the one off of Gardiner after you two packed it in.” He took a drink before continuing. “And between the three of us, we figured out how to cold brew what they had on hand, then I warmed it up before I came home. Gourmande I am not, but it is better than café-gels, oui?”

      “Agreed.” Gilabyte was not exactly a coffee connoisseur, but what he was given was free and not terrible. “Merci.”

      “Seriously.” Tyson sucked the beverage down like a man dying of thirst in the desert. “Mercy buckets.”

      “You don’t have to act like it’s good for him,” Rose sneered.

      “Tant pis, then. Someone else will enjoy the gesture—” SINder reached to take her cup from her, but she shifted her body to protect it.

      “No, no…” her voice softened. “It’ll do to get us going.” Turning to the reclined technomancer on the sleeper sack, she said, “Shower doesn’t work, but we’ve got enough body sani to prep a troll for cybersurgery. I’m going to go get cleaned up, then you two can do the same.” She reached into an accordion-style bedside storage box and pulled out some fresh clothes.

      “Got it.” He tucked the smaller curls of his dark hair behind his pointed ears, snagged his duffel bag with a foot, and dragged it over to where he was sitting. Setting down the coffee on an existing ring-stain from numerous previous drinks upon the floor, he started fishing through his clothes. What does one wear to meet a street life princess?

      “Don’t mind me.” SINder deftly climbed up into the hammock and let out a heavy sigh. “Je suis fatigué.” A second later, he poked his head over the side of the nylon edge to look the elf in the eye. “Take care of my sister today, d’accord? She’s all I’ve got.”

      “No worries.” Maybe Gilabyte had SINder wrong. He wasn’t being untrustworthy; he was just a protective older brother. Nothing wrong with that. “Rose saved my ass in Scarborough, no matter what she says. I was seconds from being elf-guac in that alley. It took a lot of balls to help a complete stranger like me, but your sis…she’s good people for sure. I won’t let anything happen to her.” He twisted his finger around his pendant.

      “Let’s just keep it that way,” SINder said, disappearing back into the swaying strip of fabric.

      “I got you.” The elf drew out his combat knife and laid it on an end table.

      Rose emerged from the other room again, this time in a gray, stylish hooded sweater. It was covered in sewn-on patches ranging from Urban Brawl team logos and product icons to a comical no smoking symbol that showed a stick figure quite obviously on fire. Well-worn and faded, her orange corduroy pants were multiple sizes too big and belted not once, not twice, but three times with shorn automotive seatbelts. “You ready to go wheel and deal with her highness?”

      “I didn’t bring much more than the snack stash,” Gilabyte admitted, “and my corporate card isn’t doing anyone any good in the blackout, but she’s welcome to it. Expires after my vacation was supposed to end anyway.”

      “And I have less than he does,” Tyson added, running a brush painfully through the tangled flame on top of his head.

      “Dee didn’t get to where she is by simply playing investments and runnin’ cash outs.” Rose stretched. “Practically half of the Torontonians that live on this side of Scarborough and beneath the 22nd floor owe her a favor or three. How do you think we basically own High Park at all?”

      “She the devil or something?” What the hell am I getting into?

      “Only if you piss her off.” Drinking deeply from her cup—apparently now used to the taste—Rose thumbed toward the water closet. “Go get cleaned up. We should try to get in quickly, so we don’t waste daylight.”

      “You first, chum,” Tyson offered up while he still battled with his hair. “I’m gonna be a minute…unh…or five.”

      It didn’t take Gilabyte long to get washed up—or chemically sanitized, as it were—and dressed in his favorite reinforced blue jeans and a simple black turtleneck Canvas always said he looked good in. He scooped up a few fingers full of old pomade he found in the cabinet and brushed it through his hair, slicking it down a bit more than he preferred, but it smelled nice now and won’t be dropping into his face during the meet and greet.

      Crunching a Denti-Cube to clean off his teeth and fight the coffee breath, he looked at himself in the mirror and centered his thoughts. He was awful at actual meditation, but little moments like this helped him find bits of clarity in the madness.

      “I hope you’re with me, amigo,” he pressed two fingers against the armadillo icon at his throat, “because I’m swimming in some damn sharky waters, Rollo.”

      “What?” Rose asked, half muffled, from the other side of the folding door. “You need somethin’?”

      “I’m good.” He splashed more chemi-san on his hands before pushing the door open. “Just talking to myself.”

      “Don’t go losin’ it already, hero.” She flung her empty cup into the overflowing rubbish bin with a chuckle. “We’re just getting’ started!”
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      Waiting until Tyson finally won the battle against his hairdo, the three of them left the bungalow, reattaching the Velcro strip to keep the door shut, and started the trek across the fields and lots to where the princess held court: a large, cottage-styled building, the Colborne Lodge was the heart of the compound High Park had become. The original wooden building had been renovated years ago with a plastic façade over climate-resistant brickwork, and the farmstead-style glass windows were replaced with self-shading polymer sheets.

      That morning, it had a new prepared-for-the-end-of-the-world look. Two patrollers walked around the second-floor balcony, rifles in hand, protected in part by diamond-plate steel walls added to the rustic railings. Corrugated shutters blocked the largest windows, and safety-caged barrels burned hot and bright just off the corners of the building.

      Gilabyte wondered how much of these protective measures were put up after the blackout, and how much was already in place before the lights went out. If D-Squared was as influential as Rose painted her to be, this place had probably been a fortress for a while.

      Two enormous dogs—genetically enhanced bull terriers the size of small ponies—greeted them with booming barks. Gilabyte and Tyson froze instantly, natural instinct taking away their motor control, but Rose even paused their approach.

      “Easy, guys.” There was the click of a tongue and the dogs silenced, but remained at attention. The speaker was a handsome and tall elf with a meticulously coifed haircut and oversized, waxed handlebar moustache made of color-changing fiber optics. His supremely expensive suit looked like it sprang right off of a Neo-Tokyo runway. He sat on the porch, slowly swaying back and forth in an old-fashioned rocking chair, a curl of lavender smoke rising from an elongated hornpipe in his fingers. “Howdy, Rosie.” He nodded. “Who’s your overnight chummer?”

      “Oh, it ain’t like that,” Gilabyte protested, thinking somehow—despite thousands of kilometers between them—Canvas would find out and wring his neck for crashing with his new dryad friend.

      “I asked her, friend.” The elf rose from the rocking chair, brushing aside the tail of his jacket to reveal a low-slung duelist’s holster and the nickel-plated revolver within.

      Gilabyte didn’t feel even the slightest electronic hunger coming off the sidearm, and couldn’t help but be a little impressed—and intimidated—by anyone using an old, traditional weapon. This guy must be good.

      “Bard!” Rose’s voice was both playful and scolding. “This is Gilabyte. He’s the techno I told Dee about. Call off the doormen, unclench your butt, and tell the princess we’re here, eh?”

      “All right, all right.” Bard’s posture softened, and his face lit up with the most disarming smile Gilabyte had ever seen. Bard let out two sharp whistles and the huge canines plopped down unceremoniously in the grass, their thick chain leads gone fully slack. “She’s in the parlor,” he said, stepping aside and giving a slight bow. “And she’s expecting you, apparently.”

      “Thanks.” Rose led the guys past the dogs and up the stairs to the Lodge, passing Bard on the way and shooting him a somewhat dirty look.

      “Good boys,” Tyson said to the terriers.

      “Sometimes.” Bard’s voice was just as calming as his smile. “Hey, Gilabyte, was it? Sorry about the third degree. This whole thing has us all on edge. Just had to be sure, y’know?”

      “No harm, no foul,” Gilabyte answered flatly.

      “Good luck,” Bard managed to get the last words in as the two heavy doors—reinforced versions of the original oak—closed behind them.

      The inside of the Lodge didn’t match the outer exterior in the slightest. The overall feel of the building was almost like a museum of Toronto. Maps, pieces of art, and a number local stories and folklore in plaque or plinth form decorated the main hall.

      They didn’t get long to take in any of the information before their host half-pulled Gilabyte through a series of doors and into what must be the parlor Bard had mentioned, gesturing for Tyson to come too.

      Whoa. The room was not like any parlor Gilabyte had seen before. It was more like a war room.

      A scale relief model of the city of Toronto formed the centerpiece of the room. A number of printed map grids, blueprints, and other low-tech informationals hung from the walls. Everything had little flags, ribbons, colored sticky notes, and the like dotting them. Several tall wire-flags in a few different hues stood half a meter out of landmarks and locations on the giant 3D diorama.

      “Come in, come in. Have a seat. Chamomile?” A young woman dotted with old, traditional needle-and-ink tattoos was pouring cups of hot tea from a beautiful silver kettle into matching faux-celain teacups on a small pedestal table. It was surrounded with three high-backed chairs. A scrawling poem in orzet showed under her sleeve as she set down the kettle and sank into one of the chairs. “I’m Daiyanna. My people tell me we might be able to help each other.”

      Daiyanna seemed a lot more relaxed and easygoing than Rose and SINder had made her sound the night before. Her tan complexion was dotted with a variety of old needle-and-ink tattoos ranging from obscure animated characters and profanity in numerous languages, including some meta-tongues—despite being quite human. Her thick hair was cut and styled into a swirl of purple and hot pink that rose impressively up from her scalp. Eyes the color of sweet chocolate flecked with orange scanned her guests; Gilabyte got the sense they were both aware they were sizing up each other.

      “This is the brave little technomancer that could, is it?” Dee gestured to the chairs opposite her.

      “Thanks for seeing us.” Rose took one of the chairs and ushered Gilabyte to his. “Like I sent you last night, this guy still has a stable of usable sprites, one of which he rescued from Grid Pirates, and he has looked it in the eyes and hasn’t lost his plot yet.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Dee extended her hand. A quintet of simple rings adorned her slender fingers, like the kind one might buy at a local fair or art expo. Her nail polish was an intriguing hue caught between green and chartreuse, and her skin wore several scars and callouses from a lifetime of physical labor. She looked at Tyson, “And you are?”

      “Oh, I’m Tyson. Serastes. Of the Sacramento Serastes’. His friend. When things got bad for him, I helped him escape the mercs at the Leone.” He took her hand, but there was no question who her attention was focused on—the technomage.

      “You were introduced to me as Dee, D-Squared, and now Daiyanna. What do you prefer?” Gilabyte asked, shaking her hand as well.

      “In this day and age, our matrix handles are more ‘us’ than the names our parents scrawled on the dotted line when we were brought into this world.” She smiled. “Dee is just fine.”

      “Wow,” Rose sing-sighed melodramatically. “You must have really impressed her, Gila! First name basis, and negotiations haven’t even started yet.”

      “Rose.” Dee took a sip of her tea before continuing. “Technomancers, the really good ones anyway that truly stitch magic and technology together, are far and few between. Most are just dabblers that know how to cough up a gridsurge or hop into someone else’s chatline. It is rare that we leave the comfort of our own little worlds, lest our talents be mistaken for commonplace decking or worse—talismongery. Your dual nature and training gave you everything you needed to be that kind of webwitch.” She pointed a finger at the elf. “But this one? Between the heroism I’m told you’ve shown your sprites, the sheer individuality you infuse them with, and the arcana-tensile strength of his aetherweb lines…not to mention your personification of selflessness at the food truck farm…” Another sip. “…and you’re all but unknown in Toronto! You’re perfect.”

      “For what?” Gilabyte and Tyson sounded off in unison.

      “For a Howell project.” Dee’s answer plainly meant more to Rose than anyone else in the room. “He’s got a solid lead on these deplorable Grid Pirates, but he needs a fresh face to make it work. Between your moral compass and the sheer fact you have already bested these sprite- and spirit-abusing low-lives says you have the spine for it. You have felt what they can do to our energic fragments, and this gives you an edge.”

      “How does my understanding of sprite suffering help in any kind of mission aside from straight up wetworking these guys?” Gilabyte shrugged. “I’m not really that kind of ’runner. I’m no pacifist with a weak trigger finger, either. I just don’t normally like to come to a new town and leave a wake of hunted down bodies behind me.”

      “Howell has the full details on what needs to be done.” Dee finished her cup and held it lightly between her fingers on her lap. “But with the initial suggestions from his stable on who would work with our Rose here on it, you should have nothing to worry about.”

      “Do we have to go through him?” Rose sighed, and Gilabyte could read the look on her face that spoke of a sketchy past. “Because those fraggin’ cyber-tigers he calls pets are runnin’ on some back alley 1s and 0s. Those things are on the edge of a total programming freak-out every time I go over there. I mean, we’re talkin’ a building-clearing, orphan-making kind of massacre that doesn’t get washed off.” She noticed Gilabyte’s slightly agape jaw and gathered her composure. “But…I mean…Howell’s a nice guy, though. A solid Johnson to work with. Sure.”

      Dee’s response was short. “Howell is staying at a safehouse slab just a block away. If our new friend here is amenable to the program, I’ll send someone to go fetch him. We’re doing him a solid in conjecture, so he can come weigh things out on our turf. What do you think?”

      The dryad drummed her light green fingertips erratically on the table. “As long as he doesn’t have those damned tigers with—”

      “I was asking him.”

      “Oh.” Rose stopped drumming and bit her lower lip.

      “I reckon we should talk about what the gig is before I thumb the activator, so to speak.” Gilabyte sipped the tea—which was astonishingly good—and sat the cup down on the saucer with a careful clink. “Because the whole reason Ty and I came here was to try and find a way out of town without getting’ blasted by mercs, not to sign up for some long-term ’run. I am supposed to be on vacation, laying low to avoid the very gun bunnies that tailed me here. When the lights went out, and your wonderful plex turned upside down on me, I may have gotten a little lucky.”

      “Lucky?” Ty was genuinely shocked.

      “I messed up in my first ten minutes of stepping off the plane,” the elf explained. “I newb’d my way back into Midknight Inc’s sights and they sent guys here with the quickness. If it weren’t for the blackout covering some of my tracks and giving me an edge over the jarheaded bumblers, I prolly would’ve woken up to a high caliber alarm clock on like day three.”

      “And they are still hunting you?” Dee leaned in to the conversation slightly.

      “Yeah, and maybe Tyson, too. That’s why I just want to get us both back home. If I’m strappin’ on my ’runner shoes again to deal with these guys, I’d rather be doin’ it with my home team.” He looked at Rose for a moment. “No offense.”

      “I get that, friend,” Dee interjected. “And while I would love to put you on the next Transway back to Dallas for a handshake and some stolen snacks given to my people, that isn’t our reality. The grid is down and some scumbag dreks have figured out how to torture and siphon our sprites for their juice. I need someone who matches well with Rose’s skills to do this quick job for our soon to be common friend, and in exchange—we’ll start figuring out how to get you home. There just isn’t any mass transit coming in or out. Hell, getting a message to another cityplex is a pain, let alone two people.”

      “Wait,” the elf’s eyes went wide, “you can get a link to someone outside the city?”

      “The cost on astral couriers has gone up by like three zeroes, but it’s possible.”

      “I would love to send something home,” Gila exhaled in relief, “so they know I didn’t get bagged by those mercs.”

      “One thing at a time. But yes, I’ll have someone go out for a reputable sender.”

      There was a tap on the door to the parlor.

      “Hold on one sec.” Dee leapt up out of the chair and cracked open the door wide enough for her face to fit through and hold a quick conversation.

      “So?” Gilabyte whispered to Rose. “This Howell guy. Should I be fluxed about him being mixed up in this? You really seem to have a nerve out on him.”

      “It’s not really like that.” She sighed heavily. “I just had a rough one with him a ways back. A real prime run gone all zeroes, but when we swung by to air our grievances—Howell’s big dumb cybercats were one misplaced ping away from activating adreno-pumps and unlocking spur-claws. You know what that feels like? One grid-wizard to another, when you just know things are about to pop off?”

      He nodded.

      “So, I just have a few trepidations about seeing those things again. I—”

      “Sorry about that.” Dee closed the door and rejoined the conversation. “Mr. Howell will be joining us momentarily at the gazebo. That is, of course, if we can count you on board?”

      “I’ll come talk to this guy.” Gilabyte brushed his hair behind his ear tips, “but if the ’run tastes sour, I’m not drinkin’ the punch, okay?”

      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Dee chuckled. “But I suppose I couldn’t expect blind faith. Especially from a non-local.”

      “Thank you.” Gilabyte finished his tea and stood up, nodding politely to Dee. “Shall we off to the gazebo?”

      “Yes, let’s.” Rose mirrored him.

      “Wait a sec.” Tyson cleared his throat, one had resting nervously on the back of his neck and the other tapping rhythmically on his thigh. “I…I don’t think I should do this.”

      “What do ya mean?” Gila raised an eyebrow.

      “It’s been exciting as hell hidin’ and runnin’ and arsoning with you, chum.” Tyson ran both of his hands up through his mohawk in an obvious nervous gesture. “But your life is terrifying. I live behind ’trodes and controllers, man. All my gore is pixelated, and in my world, saves and respawns are a thing. I think I’m going to let you guys go do your thing, and I’m going to go catch up with Signpost and Lunatech, maybe hang with them for a bit. Behind walls. Behind High Park’s walls. Is that cool?”

      “I don’t blame you at all, Ty.” Rose nodded.

      “Just be safe, okay?” Gila smirked. “I might need Sparks the boy wonder at my side again someday.”

      “Five-star comic relief, man.” Tyson shook his head. “Just be careful out there, okay?”

      “Affirmative.”

      “Stay here, kid. Have another cup.” Dee gestured to the tea table. “I’ll send Luna over to get you.”

      The three of them moved through the halls of the Lodge, no time to look at any of the neat informative things—though Gilabyte took in a stack of crates labelled “EXPLOSIVES” along the way. When they emerged out one of the building’s side doors into a yard, Gilabyte pulled his jacket closed to ward off the chill.

      There were flowers, real flowers, growing in rows throughout this area of the park, and while the breeze was too stiff to let him smell them, Gilabyte was inwardly pleased to see such natural beauty. It was rare in this world to see living flora inside a cityplex at all, let alone a garden’s worth. These flowerbeds of tulips, lilies, and rosebushes led from the sidewalk of the lodge to their quaint little meeting place.

      The gazebo in the tourist pics was the kind of site where newlyweds would have their vids taken or their pics snapped. An adorable little low-tech getaway made of synthetic timber and reinforced lattices, crawling with painstakingly looked-after greenery.

      Although, at the moment, it looked quite different.

      The formerly slanted shingle roof had been opened up, a balcony-like parapet added, with low railings and a pacing archer like at the hedge wall. The lattice work around the base was all replaced with sheet metal and riveted supports, and a tightly coiled buffer of razor wire hung like holiday garland all around the waist-high walls. It had been turned into a miniature bunker.

      “Oh!” A middle-aged human in an expensive suit under a Kev-12 protective vest clapped loudly as the trio approached. He came to the drawbridge-style opening in the and offered his hand to them.

      “Gilabyte! Great handle by the way… the whole lizard-matrix thing suits you. I’m honored to meet you, sir, and I’m eager to sit down and get the feel of you for real-real.” His smile was genuine and unexpectedly charming considering his used-cyberware-salesman vibe. He retreated back into the gazebo and spared Rose a quick glance. “And a hello to you, Rose. It’s been a minute or so, eh?”

      “Good morning, Howell,” she answered flatly, trying to hide her worrisome memories of the guy. “How are you holding up in all of this?”

      “Me?” The Johnson fanned his fingers across his chest, “Oh, I’m fine. A bunch of tweaky Beetlers tried to break into the office, but Fawkes and Cloud—you remember my boys—chased ’em off. But they caused a lot of damage to my external security measures. Broken windows, removed wire harnesses…that kind of thing. Thanks to the princess here, we have a place to shack until I can work out a better scene.”

      “That’s good, friend.” Dee furrowed her brow and the whole gazebo felt somehow colder. “Because we can always use that safehouse for High Parkers, if that’s what you want.”

      “No.” Howell blew out a nervous sigh and took a seat on one of the gazebo’s benches. “We’re doing just fine, Dee. No complaints here.” He turned to Gilabyte. “Let’s get down to business.”

      “Agreed,” Rose said, sliding in next to him on the bench.

      “With just a few exceptions here and there, this power outage has flatlined Toronto like a heart attack. The gangs are blaming the badges, the badges are blaming the exec wage slaves, and the wage slaves are blaming the general collapse of the city’s infrastructure.” Howell shook his head slowly, pursing his lips. “But nobody has the right of it. The truth of the matter is this hits from multiple angles and not from a single source at all. It had to be a concerted effort, I believe. But someone has started making one hell of a profit off of things—the Grid Pirates.”

      “Scum of the earth,” Rose hissed between her teeth.

      “Yeah, but all of the interactions with these spirit and sprite-nappers have all said the same thing—they seem far too, uhm… street?” He paused to make sure he didn’t ruffle any feathers. “Everyone thinks the same thing; they are being funded by someone living on the higher floors.”

      “Makes sense,” Dee said between the Johnson’s breaths. “Even if they weren’t the ones to flip the switch off, the corps are always ready to squeeze blood from the stones of the masses…especially when people are hurting.”

      “Exactly,” he continued, “and we can’t start fighting back against that squeeze until we know who’s pulling the strings. Which is where you—both of you—come into play. You see, there’s an invite-only gala taking place at Casa Loma tonight that I just so happen to have acquired a pair of tickets for.”

      “The museum is still hosting in all of this?” Rose raised one eyebrow.

      “That’s the thing,” Howell smiled mischievously. “These are the megacorp elite. They don’t care that the lights went out. They’re using it as a reason to hold the party—it’s a ‘Wine and Candles’ party. These elbow-rubbin’ upper-crusters are getting together to enjoy the darkness while most of the city is worried about where they’re going to get their next meal from, or how to survive the streets.”

      “Pretty grimy,” Gilabyte said. “Where do we come in?”

      “I told the princess here I needed a talented technomancer, someone of Rose’s caliber,” Howell said without a hint of derision, “which means you must be one. With the grid down, the bigwigs’ protective measures will be down, too. What we want to do, the clients and I, is just a quick data vamp from these high rollers’ personal links. We want to see who might be funding or playing house with the Pirates. Based on where they are getting their juice, my clients are going to use this data to hopefully try and get the lights back on our fair city.”

      “How altruistic of you,” Rose said venomously. “And I’m sure the rest of the data that comes along with the tidbits about the Pirates won’t go to waste, either.”

      “Don’t go and try to play the high-road chip with me.” Howell leveled a finger at her. “Not after some of the jobs we’ve done together. This at least has a foundation in trying to do some good for your fellow Torontonians.”

      “Fine.” She folded her arms. “What’s it pay?”

      “With no account access, we’re kinda runnin’ on the honor system here, but for every full stick of data you come back, with I’ll add a full K onto what’s owed.” A smile crossed his face. “Paid in full when the lights come back on.”

      “Considering I’m doin’ this to try and get home without attracting unwanted attention,” said Gilabyte, narrowing his eyes, “that doesn’t do me a lot of good, man. How am I supposed to trust you gonna cash out in my favor at the right time?”

      “D-Squared said you’re looking to get back to Texas.” Howell tapped his finger against his chin. “I can start looking into making that happen…somehow…but my people can’t conjure a private jet or a powered-up airfield to fly it off of, friend. We’re all grasping at straws, so I hope you’ll sign on knowing that I’m good by my word. As for the money? Hell, I can get that to you anywhere.”

      “Can I trust he’ll come through after we put our aetheric asses on the line out there?” Turning to Daiyanna, Gilabyte broke the shadowrunner’s code of asking a potential client’s wherewithal in front of them. Rose let out a tiny, surprised-but-happy gasp, and Howell’s face reddened slightly.

      It took Dee a moment to reply. “Yes. I wouldn’t have begun this if he was just out for himself. No solo acts here. If he says he’ll work out your ride home, he will. If he says he can’t promise you anything, take that at face value, too.”

      “All right, then.” Gilabyte sucked his teeth. “I’ll do it.”

      Howell clapped his hands together happily. “Excellent. We sho—”

      “But with one little quibble about compensation.” Gilabyte’s features grew stern, clenched. “If we get back from this gig and you haven’t managed to at least get a lead on my way back to the Big D…I get one of your cybercats. Full programming rights. Core wipe and restamp for my ownership until you come through. The…uh…” he paused, noticing Rose tapping at the painted bench surface.“…the white one.”

      “Cloud!?” Howell’s business face shattered into honest confusion. “What would you want with him?”

      “Call it collateral.” Gilabyte grinned, almost feeling bad leveraging a Johnson’s security pet against getting fully paid for a job…almost. “If what makes Mr. Cloud, Mr. Cloud is on the line, I know you’ll push yourself as hard as you can to get me home, blackout or no blackout.”

      “But…Cloud?” Howell looked at Dee for help, but her face was still neutral. “You’re just going to sit there and abide this extortion?”

      “Negotiation,” Rose corrected.

      “She has a point,” Dee commented. “You need his skills, and you need to be ready to pay for them.” She leaned forward and placed a patronizing hand on Howell’s, patting it with an implied, silent there, there. “If you don’t think you can make the ride happen for him, then don’t agree to the terms. If you can, then let him do his job and don’t sweat it. Either way, the cards are coming out of your deck. The blackout has forced us all to do things we might not want to, now that is true for you, too.”

      “All right,” Howell huffed. “I’ll figure out how to get you back, but I’ll need at least four full sticks of data for that kind of payout risk. Agreed?”

      “If there was an AR window for this,” Gilabyte smiled, “this is when I’d be thumbing it. I’m in.”

      “Rose?”

      “Oh yeah. I know you’re prime for the money, and who knows…a party at Casa Loma? Might be worth it for the wine alone.” She smirked.

      “Fantastic.” Howell produced a slip of paper covered in scrawled notes and handed it to Dee. “Can your errand boys and gals put together the items on this list and get these kids ready for their night out?” He looked Rose and Gilabyte up and down like a body doc surveying potential ’ware-jacking victims.

      “Sure.” The princess of High Park looked over the list and moved to leave. “Shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “Good. You do that, and…” Howell pulled two floppy, plasticine tickets out of his jacket and handed them to the two shadowrunners. “You two, don’t be late. Do a good job, and bring back that data.”

      “This is good work,” Gila turned the ticket over in his fingers. “Wouldn’t know they were fake at all, especially since the scanners will be down.”

      “That’s because they’re real,” Howell snickered. “Seems to be the movers and shakers at the Loma know where to get enough juice to acetate print a hundred frivolous tickets—hence why I think—no, I know someone at that party has access to the Pirates and their dirty sprite-batteries.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Where will we find you once we have the intel?” Rose asked.

      “I won’t be far. Apparently, I have a lot of meet-and-greets to put together and some favors to call in if I don’t want to lose one of my fur babies.” He shot a sideways glance at the elf.

      “Sounds about right,” Gilabyte liked being in a position of power, but he also didn’t want to screw up a possible good thing. “We’ll do our part. We’ll be back by dawn.”
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        The Casa Loma Museum—Front Valet Lot

        South Hill District, Toronto

        15th November 2080, 2120 hrs

      

      

      “Whoa…” was all Gilabyte could say as he and Rose emerged from the dark streets and into the torchlit parking lot of Casa Loma.

      It was a damned castle. Towers. Parapets. Gothic glass windows and pepperpot rooftops. Stacked and mortared uneven stones made up the walls, and a sprawling low wall surrounded the place, intermittently interrupted by moderately overgrown hedges. By the look of the protruding, rusty metal spouts in the pond in the front garden, it even had a gorgeous fountain array when this place had power. Even in the limited gloom of the crescent moon above, his elven acuity took in the scope of the place.

      Gilabyte said, “This is like, straight off a pic of the noble estates in my dad’s travel journals from Tír na nÓg.” He nervously adjusted the hem of his knock off faux-Beaux jacket. His suit was a stylish shade of lavender with teal pinstripes, with just enough sheen on the piping to reflect the tiniest amount of moonlight. “His stories were from straight-up feystone castles full of the highest, sharpest ears you’ve ever seen—but the pictures of them were enough to charge up the elfiest of my elfy bits.”

      “Can we not talk about your…elfy bits?” Rose laughed, and the shimmers sewn into her dress rolled sparkles down its length like the scales of silvery salmon. The underlying tones were similarly rainbow-hued as well. Her varying tones of green skin and hair reflected slightly in some of the facets, almost making it hard to see where Rose began and dress ended. The effect was breathtaking.

      “But yeah,” said Rose, “the Loma is pretty much the highest of the high in Toronto. Started off as a public museum of art, but now it’s the social pedestal to find yourself placed upon when you want to hobnob and look at private collections of old stuff.”

      “They must have some pretty prime mages on the payroll.” Gilabyte pointed at the sporadic lights in the windows. “They can’t all be candles and torches, right? That would be a lot of open flame to have inside a museum. Like, way too much.” He sighed at the thought of the beautiful place aflame, then shook it out of his head. “You ever been inside?”

      “Once.” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “When I was like, six. SINder and I came with school, but that was when it was open to the public. They let anyone in back then.” She pulled the plastic ticket out of her clutch and waved it front of Gilabyte’s nose. “Now you have to have an invite.”

      “Chummer, I don’t know what you’ve been up to all your life….” He plucked his own ticket out of his inside jacket pocket and mimicked clinking it with hers like toasting glasses. “…because I’ve only been here for a few days and I’ve got an invite.”

      “Very funny.” Rose planted a playful elbow in his ribs. “Let’s do this. You want to go over the plan?”

      “We go in, do a quick case of the joint, figure out a handful of solid prospects for the data mining, feel out which ones have dormant links on their persons. Then we link up to spark ’em up and pull the 1s and 0s by hand over to these storage sticks.” GIlabyte patted his pocket. “It shouldn’t be too hard, and unless they’re packing those things with their whole digital lives, we can probably get at least seven or eight of these whales on the logs. We shouldn’t even need to call up any sprites for this.” He was happy to be doing something in all this madness, and his grin showed it. “Which will make for a decent payout for you.”

      “I still think you should get more of a cut.” Rose added, her voice growing quieter as they ascended the granite stairs toward the arching quadruple doors at the front—and the two hulking trolls guarding them. “You can have some more ’yen if this works.” She hooked her arm in his and laughed animatedly so the doormen could see, but half-whispered, “A ride down south can’t cost that much, right?”

      “In all of this?” He gestured to the darkened overhang lights along the wide stairs, “Who knows.”

      “If he doesn’t come through, are you actually going to scramble his cat?”

      “Maybe clean up the dodgy programming—” he smirked, “—but not much else. It was just a bargaining chip. If he can’t get me a ride, I’ll threaten to turn the cat into living furniture and give him a chance to re-negotiate even better terms on the spot. It’s an old shadowrunnin’ tactic from out west. The San Marco Swap or something.”

      He paused to give a wide smile to the doormen as they approached, raising his voice to normal speaking volume so they could hear what Gila wanted them to. Planting a good exaggerated line to be overheard by the right people can cement a good cover. “But I do hope our man can come through. I’d hate to have to find new representation, you know?”

      “Right, right.” She joined in the mock small talk, then nodded to the two trolls. “Good evening, gentlemen!”

      “G’evenin’, ma’am.” The taller one, by a full fifteen centimeters of gnobby scalp and horns, answered her gruffly. They each had an Ares-standard snap-baton on their hip, and the holster bulge on the smaller troll was all too evident.

      “Tickets, please.” The one packing concealed heat held out a hand and lowered his sunglasses to reveal a pair of intimidatingly crimson goat-styled cyber eyes.

      Smart. Cyberware ran on internal biotic battery. Doorman probably has a guest list on a slipstick drive or something.

      If there was anywhere in the plan where things could go all zeroes—it was now. Howell might be the kind of guy to have arranged for or was given high-end fakes…or even low-end fakes.

      “Here you go.” Rose handed over the piece of plastic, and Gilabyte did the same. “Rilfoyle. Party of two.”

      “Let’s see.” The troll’s eyes flashed rapidly with pinpricks of light as they danced over the plastic cards. “The Rilfoyles…”

      Both shadowrunners tensed up at the elbow.

      “…everything checks out. Welcome to Casa Loma.” The troll smiled, handing both tickets back to Gilabyte, who immediately pocketed them.

      “Coat check is the second outlet,” the taller troll told them. “Just be sure to hang on to your stub. Your party is on the second floor, Eugenia ’n Artesian ballrooms. Feel free to look around, but stay in the lit rooms. If it’s dark, there’s a reason for it.”

      “Thank you.” Gilabyte placed one of his last cash credsticks—one for like fifty nuyen or so—in the bigger troll’s hand with a wink. At least the doormen would remember the Rilfoyles for their generosity. “Have a great night, guys.”

      Holding open the heavy, normally mechanically-assisted door for his “date,” Gilabyte let out an audible grunt of effort and the trolls snickered. As it only added to his and Rose’s façade of harmlessness, the elf didn’t take too much offense at the jeer.

      The air inside of Casa Loma was a weird mix of stagnant, canned air and smells ranging from strong perfumes and clove-laden cigarillo smoke to the garlicky smell of pâté and rich tang of expensive wines. The food was surely prepared by mages, or perhaps it was easier to get a hold of the Grid Pirates’ bootleg juice, after all?

      The main corridors and hallways were lit by large, platter-sized sconces of several candles each, as well as oil-burning lamps and the occasional floating ball of mystical light. Only every fifth or sixth room was lit; the rest as dark and enigmatic. It gave a certain mystique and affluent ambiance to the whole affair.

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding.” Gilabyte felt really low class amid the beauty of his surroundings. “This place is posh as hell.” Sculptures and art installations sat on random pedestals, each wrapped in high-tensile polymer safety glass. Paintings and tapestries hung on the walls, some of which looked dangerously close to the open flames of candles or lamps for Gilabyte’s ease of mind.

      “Wait a second.” Rose angled her head toward the marble shelf outside the restrooms. “Can you get our coats checked in?” She handed him her shawl, sewn inside of which was part of the data-siphoning techno chain they would need for this to work. “I’ll be out in just a moment.”

      “Sure thing.” He strode up to a small queue of party-goers awash in the golden glow from the candles burning on an octopus-shaped chandelier. A pair of human elites, androgynous and cherubic, handed dazzling white overcoats to the dwarven woman behind the counter. After them was a traditionally-clad elven thruple carrying themselves like Tír Tairngire royals, one breathtaking woman with skin as pale as snow and the other as dark as a moonless night, both handfasted to a ginger elven lord—all wrapped in matching tartans of his house and dripping in emeralds and silver.

      Gilabyte took his place behind the Tír nobles, trying his best to remember what house or clan the tartan pattern matched. His dad rubbed elbows occasionally with high-class folk from the elven homelands, and he’d always said, “They are just like us, but they have all but forgotten it.” Standing this close to them, seeing how they moved, how they just seemed to glide through the reality of life, the muted fey glow shining in their eyes—Gilabyte found himself entranced at being so close to true elven nobility. So entranced, in fact, that he missed it when one of the elven women addressed him.

      “Espei nai l’lahl teit’?” Native Sperethiel harmonized out of her indigo-painted lips. She wasn’t smiling, but the corners of her mouth hinted at a friendly demeanor. “L’lahl teit’?” she repeated, pointing at Gilabyte’s feet.

      “Did I drop this?” Gilabyte recovered quickly, looking down to see one of the datasafe sticks—thankfully made to look like gold-rated credsticks—must have fallen out of the security flap in Rose’s wrap. He quickly crouched down and plucked it up. “Thank you…uhm…”

      “That is Elsamere,” the Lord turned and said, a thick Spere accent making him seem even more affluent. “This is Ghweniveve, and I am Lord Hunsleigh ap Baphomel. Ducal speaker for Wuxing in the Tír. And you are?”

      Think past being elfstruck, you idiot! Gilabyte yelled inside his skull. “Clarke Rilfoyle.” He bowed his head slightly. “Local purchaser for Tauran Maxichem. And…my…” He paused to look around. “My wife Susanne has excused herself for the moment. I know she’d love to meet you later on.”

      “We will see you inside, then? As’lep poi’i?” Lord Baphomel smiled ever so slightly, but the glimmer in his eyes and almost supernatural charm in his voice pushed a slight blush to Gilabyte’s cheeks.

      “Sielle, it will be our pleasure,” Gilabyte replied, trying to remember how to follow up a Tír colloquialism like “until we cross” and went with “Until then, imo herme,”—“be well”—and hoped he’d translated it right. By the subtle nod before the trio strode away toward the sounds of music and conversation, he must not have screwed it up too bad.

      “You ready to check in, smooth talker?” The dwarf behind the counter held out her hand for their garments. Gilabyte’s eyes were immediately drawn to the rough calluses on her palm and the chips in her neon-green fingernail polish. Street-tough, he noted. Gilabyte didn’t feel any cyberware or hungry electronics on her person. “What are we checking tonight? Just the wrap, or the jacket too?”

      “Just this.” He handed her the wrap, careful to not dislodge the active datasticks—they would need to be in this area to triangulate the transfer. He smiled. “Can you set that apart from the heavy outerwear, please? The fabric is very sensitive to moisture.” It was a lie, but they would need as little resistance as possible between the siphons in their pockets and the storage sticks to avoid corruption. Even without all the noise or GOD watching, and the Matrix free of traffic, some of the things these rich types had wired into their wardrobe could cause trouble with a point-to-point data transfer. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome, sir,” the way the dwarf emphasized the last word seemed out of place, but he didn’t pay too much attention to it. Maybe she made him for partying out of his league. Maybe she smelled a ’runner. Maybe she was just sick of dealing with the upper crust all night and Gilabyte just caught the brunt of it. Who knows? No matter; he flashed her a friendly smile and caught Rose—or rather, Susanne—emerging from the powder room inlet and quickly moved to join her.

      “They in place?” She whispered, clinging to his arm to close the gap between painted lips and pointed ear.

      “All but one,” he patted his jacket pocket. “There was a little fumble at the score post, so to speak. But we’re still prime.”

      “That one will fill up first, then.” Her tone wasn’t upset or disappointed, just matter-of-factly outlining the slight alteration to the plan. “I did a full-res feel, and I didn’t pick up any other spiders in the web.” She smiled. “Just us. This should be a total milk run.”

      “Thank you,” Gilabyte addressed the waiter who walked by, plucking two flutes of swear-to-Dunkelzahn real champagne and handing one to his date, “except this is way better than milk.” It had been a while since he had tasted traditionally made alcohol of this caliber. He inwardly wished Canvas could be here to enjoy this with him, but then snapped back to reality; this was a job. Get it together, scrub, he scolded—but still took another deep sip of the dry, golden vintage. He clinked his glass lightly against Rose’s. “Let’s do this.”

      “Yes,” she put a dramatic purr in her voice. “Let’s.”

      Heading down the wide corridor toward the ballrooms, both ’runners were taken aback by the art that still called Casa Loma home. In the flickering candle and lamplight, they could see paintings from the Italian and French renaissances, sculptures from Senatorial era of Greece and Rome, and even a fully restored brickwork piece of Chicago’s pre-Bug graffiti warrior, Banksy IV. Partly because of the ambiance and partly due to the sheer existence of these items in non-virtual reality just a few paces away from him…Gilabyte was more than a little awed. Sure, many of them were behind the highest density polymer plates that could survive a missile strike, but they were still right there.

      The ballrooms grew closer, and with them, the collective sounds of conversation underlying a much louder instrumental array of classical music.

      The two of them turned the corner to look upon the massive twin ballrooms. The central wall dividing them opened at four pairs of double doors hung with window dressings to be the inviting portals to connect the two expanses. At the far end of one room, on a platform raised half a meter from the floor, was a full eight-piece orchestral band playing perfectly pleasant music that drifted around the room.

      Gilabyte looked around, not at the art, but at the people. There were maybe fifty people in the two ballrooms who weren’t wait staff, and every single one of them looked like they made more in their quarterly corporate dividends and share splitting than Gila’s entire shadowrunning team made in a good year. Elves, humans, and dwarves were the predominant folk milling about, but a few orks and one troll appeared here and there.

      “So,” Rose clicked her tongue, “who’s first?”

      Gilabyte let his focus drift as they began their stroll through the rooms, picking up the words being spoken here and there. He sifted through the small talk and the back-and-forths, but just as soon as he picked up on a sweet line of dialogue or what he thought could be a good buzzword, the band’s entrancing and skillful music would change something about the audible qualities of the room, and he would lose it.

      That’s brilliant. Gilabyte was truly impressed. The band was not only a luxury—since nearly every other line or note of music was made by some kind of device or grid-fed streaming presence—but it worked effectively as a low-tech white noise generator as well. It was keeping him from picking out more than a few words at a time, a feat that spoke volumes of this place’s management staff and their preparedness. That is, unless it was just a happy accident—but shadowrunners don’t generally believe in happy accidents on a mission.

      “You pick,” Gilabyte said, “but let’s not get too close to that high elven trio over by the Renoir. I met them by coat check, and I think they might have suspicions.”

      “Fair enough.” She sipped her champagne, scanning the room. Her eyes danced from corporate executives to political aides to local or obscure celebrities, but it was a pair of men in Mandarin-cut tuxedos that grabbed her attention. “Them.”

      Unless they were going to blast outward with their resonances, they would need to get close to skim these peoples’ devices and link them up to the data siphoning chain. Gila believed he might be able to feel if any of these folks were sucking off a tortured sprite-battery too, but that was just theory.

      The two of them walked arm in arm toward their first targets, making sure to swing wide and stop erratically to look at the displays or to scoop up tapas or finger snacks along the way. Both technomancers could feel the power-hungry commlink and personal Matrix aide devices in the men’s pockets—like starving little birds chirping for their mother to arrive. As they drew closer, Gilabyte could see the colorful edges of tattoo work peeking out of that Mandarin-style collar, and again just past the cuffs on both gentlemen’s wrists.

      What if they’re Triad? He fought the churn in his stomach. Just a data haul. Just a data haul. Just a data haul. He repeated the mantra in his head, trying to send the message to the universe loud and clear: he and Rose did not want a fight tonight.

      Rose shot him a look that said, “Stay focused!” She left his side to seek out a distant member of the waitstaff to get another drink—the perfect excuse to cross paths with the two potentially powerful men.

      Looking like he was studying the modern oil saturation piece on the wall in front of him—and just a couple meters away from their targets—Gilabyte called up a little piece of his resonance. He let it drift into the siphoning device in his pocket and the datastick next to it. That familiar tingling numbness from using his own energy to activate something crept into his fingertips and toes, but it was easily ignored. When he knew the devices were ready, he cleared his throat loudly. It wasn’t a subtle signal, but it was a successful one.

      “Oh!” Rose blurted, tripping over her own feet and plunging forward into the smaller of the two potential Triads. Her drink splashed into the air and onto those tuxedos. She waved for a waiter to bring napkins over, and flexed her own resonance into their dormant and awaiting commlinks. “I’m so sorry! So sorry!”

      “It’s all right,” one man told her, starting to dry himself with a kerchief. “Accidents happen. It’s no big deal.”

      Gila could feel her in the aether. He made room for her invisible tendrils in the brains of his device, she reached out with another piece of herself—finding the bit Gilabyte was extending—and they braided their resonances together to form a metaphysical circuit of sorts. A Matrix of two.

      As soon as the linkage was strong enough, Gilabyte began to rip every bit and byte of data out of the man’s device. Normally he would be careful, almost surgical, when doing a data leech like this. But when firewalls were down and GOD wasn’t watching, it was almost too easy.

      And though it made him tingly and numb to power things with his resonance for too long, it was a little intoxicating to know that—barring some magical experiments here and there—being a technomancer meant having the only power on the grid within themselves.

      Well, except for that flying darkness thing. Gila shuddered internally. I don’t feel it yet. Maybe it’s a downtown kind of nightmare, not an uptown one?

      “Sorry again.” Rose withdrew her resonance before the commlink could register outside signals. “Here. Let me pay for the cleaners at least. You can find us at…”

      “It is fine,” the second man said bluntly, eager to end the interaction if only to turn away the staring eyes of fellow partygoers. “We’re okay. Thank you.”

      “Darling!” Gilabyte saw the perfect opportunity to step into the interaction, pulling at her elbow. “Let’s get you another drink, love.”

      For the next hour, the two technomancers moved from juicy target to juicy target, using different ploys to get close enough for their resonances to do their insidious work. The drunk fall worked one more time, and an honest discussion about hockey with a co-owner of the Maple Leafs gave great access to a small group of corporate wagelords.

      The run was turning out to be as easy as Howell had predicted, but Gila hadn’t felt any sprite-suffering energy trails or anything like that here at all. Hell, maybe he couldn’t actually feel that sort of thing. Maybe it was all just energy, regardless from where it is generated.

      “The last stick is almost half filled,” Gilabyte whispered in Rose’s ear, careful to look like he was being flirty. “Who should be our nightcap?”

      “I was thinkin’ about that.” She scanned the room, looking for someone who might be good icing on their little digital cake. “And…wait a tick—”

      “What is it?” he asked, possibly letting too much worry into his features.

      “Our threads. The spinners from our siphon chain,” she whispered, waiting for him to show some recognition, then continued, “our webwork. Look at it.”

      “Okay.” Gilabyte let his eyes glaze over, sparking just enough of his resonance into the aether to pierce the darkness and light up the gloom of the blacked-out Matrix for a moment.

      Those barely visible gossamer webs he could see so easily on the backdrop of the dark grid were everywhere. Their actions for the last few hours had strung Casa Loma with enough of the fine energic threads that it looked like one of those connect-the-dots idea boards from a classic cop vid—except they were all leading to one place. Like a loom that pulled strands of yarn into a single cloth, something was drawing the trickles of leftover energy toward a single point a little deeper in the museum. “Where are they going to?”

      “I haven’t seen anything like that before.” Rose nervously bit her lower lip. “And who knows what this blackout is doing to us. Maybe we should bug out. We’ve got a lot here.”

      “Yeah.” He smiled for any onlookers’ satisfaction and placed the coat check in her palm. “You go grab your shawl. I’ll check out what’s tying up our loose ends and meet you outside.”

      “Sure thing.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek to keep up the role they were playing, and whispered in his ear, “Just be careful and in jackrabbit time, eh?”

      Leaving her to fetch her outerwear—and the datasticks within—Gilabyte followed the technomantic threads. Trying not to set aside his cover, he looked at the various pieces of art along the way, occasionally nodding to himself or to someone nearby. Gilabyte’s was so focused on looking like he belonged that he walked into an ugly exchange taking place in a secluded corner of the far ballroom.

      “I feel it on you…” A frantic human, dark blue circles under his eyes, wrung his hands through his hair, spoke loudly at one of the bureaucrats Rose and Gilabyte had already siphoned. “I don’t know how…” The man’s voice grew louder and began to break pitch. Gilabyte could see the redness around his temples and the corners of his eyes, the protruding veins in his wrists, and the badly covered abrasions where even expensive trodes have been pressed, plucked, pressed, and plucked again and again. These were all signs of a Better-Than-Life addict, a beetle for sure. “…but you have juice! I can feel it on you!”

      “What are you talking about?” The wager held up his hands in a defensive gesture, the ruddy color draining from his face. “G-get away from me!”

      Gilabyte narrowed his vision and looked across the metaphysical chasm of the blackout. He and Rose’s technothreads were indeed stuck in and caught on a multimedia rig built into this bureaucrat’s expensive suit. The guy wasn’t broadcasting, but the ambient electronic hum was enough to trigger a beetle into a broadcast fit anyway.

      There was something else about that hum, too. It drew the energy toward the man’s rig like an energic siren’s song. It was like it was an aetheric siren’s song for technomancy, and it drew in those threads as if it were magnetically charged for them. Like the leftover static from getting too close to a charged object! That guy’s been using sprite-juice, it has to be!

      “Tell me how! Give it to me!” the addict growled, grabbing the man by the shoulders and shaking him violently. Whatever the case, it had sparked a deep need in the beetle for a fix.

      “Security! Security!” The techno-baited bureaucrat swatted at the addict with little effect, struggling to get out of the beetle’s grasp.

      “There won’t be a need for that, my friends.” A harmonic, raspy smoker’s voice oozed in from the shadows, and an elven woman followed. Blond hair the color of a silvery winter sunrise, eyes like two dark blue gemstones on a theatrical mask, and ivory skin as flawless as some of the porcelain in these exhibits. The long slit in the shimmering mercurial scales of her metallic dress revealed her thigh all the way up to the hip, showing a striking tattoo of a Euro-styled landscape Gilabyte didn’t recognize.

      In three graceful, steps she wove herself in between the two men, pulling them apart as easily as someone browsing hanging shirts in a closet. “Let’s not ruin a perfectly good Loma party with such foolishness.” She had an eastern European accent that only added to her mystique. Pushing the twitchy addict a little further away, she turned to the frightened party patron. “Are you all right, sir?”

      Drek! The beetle’s expression turned from frantic to rageful—and he snatched the quiche serving spade from a nearby waiter.

      “Watch out!” Gilabyte’s body moved faster than his need to keep up the ruse of being boring old Tauran exec Clarke Rilfoyle, ignoring the restrictive tailored seams of his suit and the prejudice that most upper-crusters were rarely willing to risk themselves for each other. He dove for the beetle.

      Canvas and Jacques had taught him well, and in three quick, snapping movements the technomancer had the addict by the spade-wielding wrist and the opposite shoulder. Using momentum and his hip as a fulcrum, Gilabyte twisted. He sent the beetle sprawling in one direction and the makeshift weapon scattering in the other. It tore out nearly a third of the seams on his jacket, but it was a textbook disarming maneuver, and Gilabyte was quite proud of it.

      “Dandelion eatin’…fake assed…” Addiction is a powerful motivator, as shown by the thrown man waiting until he was barely off his knees before he surged awkwardly forward at Gilabyte. “…meta pig!”

      “Come on, man. I know you’re hurtin’,” Gilabyte sighed, “but full Humanis?”

      The addict came head down, as if to spear-tackle him, but it was sloppy and far too telegraphed. Gilabyte simply sidestepped the attempt, planting an elbow hard in the middle of the man’s lower back, sending him collapsing to the tiles once again. This time the technomancer wasn’t taking any chances and was down on top of him in a blink, kneeling on the backs of his thighs to keep him painfully pinned. He wrenched one arm up and across his back, lifting the man’s head and shoulders to face the elven woman. “Now.” Gilabyte took a much-needed breath. “You owe these people an apology.”

      “Clarke!” Rose’s voice split the murmurs of the growing crowd as she and one of the two doormen—the ork with the unsettling goat eyes—pushed through the bystanders. She looked legitimately worried, one of her high heels in her hand like a weapon, and the ork with a Ruger in his hand.

      “Let Mr. Herrinbauk go, sir!” the ork barked, not realizing Gilabyte was actually doing his job for him.

      “That won’t be necessary, Hamlet,” the elven woman said, stepping up to where Gilabyte held the beetle on the floor. “This gentleman had things well in hand.” She pointed at her would-be attacker. “That one can be taken to an aid station. He needs help. Tell them I sent you.”

      “Yes, Ms. Brunwyn.” The ork nodded, holstering his piece and relieving Gilabyte of his capture.

      “Oh, Clarke, honey!” Rose limped over to where Gilabyte was brushing himself off, hopping momentarily on one foot to get her shoe back on. “Are you alright?”

      “He’s more than all right, my dear,” Brunwyn smiled, and her teeth were perfectly symmetrical. It was not an unattractive quality, but it did make her face seem somewhat surreal—like multi-layered AR renderings designed to seem 3D. “Mister…”

      “Rilfoyle,” Gilabyte answered, “Clarke Rilfoyle.”

      “Mr. Rilfoyle stopped a dangerous assailant from harming myself and our fellow guest.” She gestured with a sweeping hand to the bureaucrat. “It was quite the display of talents not found in the boardroom, to be sure.” Brunwyn’s eyes bore a flash of amber, like lightning in the dark clouds of her gaze. “He was surely something.”

      “He sure is,” Rose squeezed his arm and tugged it slightly. “Take a few lessons in the Hamptons and you go and think you’re Maxx Shogun! Let’s call it an evening, darling.”

      “Nonsense,” Brunwyn placed her hands on the technomancers’ shoulders, the finality in her tone equally strong, friendly, and somehow, intimidating. “Such selfless heroism cannot be allowed to go unrewarded. Besides,” she traced one of the rips in his suit coat, “I owe you a new jacket, at least.”

      “I wouldn’t mind asking you a few questions about one of your party goers.” Gilabyte tried to commandeer the conversation again, despite finding the three of them being walked further and further away from the ballrooms.

      “Sure, sure. That is perfect.” Brunwyn spoke in sharp finality. Having somehow ushered the two technomancers a full corridor and a half away from the party through sheer charm and persistence, she reached out and opened a heavy oaken door marked “Corporate Suite C.” She gestured into the darkness of the room and tilted her head. “Please. Join me.”

      “We really ought to be going, dear…” Rose yanked on Gila’s arm, but he held firm.

      “Something has come up that really does require further attention.” He pulsed his resonance against hers, hoping to signify the importance of the situation. The mission just got more complicated, but we might get to use this to get at the Pirates, dammit.

      “I insist,” she said, her voice almost a hiss. With a flourish and a snap of her fingers, the room burst into illumination as half a dozen lamps sparked magically to life. “I daresay you may want to hear what I have to tell you.”

      “About that guy,” Gilabyte jerked a thumb back the way they came, “the one the addict went after?”

      “Don’t worry,” Brunwyn laughed, “you can still finish your objective, whatever it is. I do hope you aren’t here to steal any of the Camphausens. I was thinking about buying a few for the new office. I don’t care who you’re running for, but I know how these things work, and I will not interfere.” She swung around to sit at the opposite side of the paper-piled desk, looking up at them with a knowing grin.

      “Whatever are you talking about?” Rose asked, still playing her role. “What do you want with—”

      “Don’t,” Brunwyn said flatly, utterly devoid of emotion. “Let’s not start this off on the wrong foot.”

      Gilabyte frowned. “When did you know?”

      “One of my girls confirmed your involvement at the coat check,” she explained, “and it wasn’t neuromancy to figure she was here for more than art spectating. I just wasn’t sure if she was a ’runner or an escort to better your cover.”

      “But how?” Rose asked.

      “Your eyes.” Brunwyn sighed. “My girl saw what they did when you started grifting the crowd. That triggered some checks and balances, so to speak.”

      “We weren’t grifting.” Rose sighed. “Not like that.”

      “Even so, that means you know what we’re capable of.” Gilabyte leaned on the desk. “And you still wanted us to come back here and talk. Since there wasn’t an orkish beat squad waiting here, I reckon that means you have work for us. So…are we fragged, or are we negotiating?”

      “It took an enormous amount of intestinal fortitude to come here and do…” Brunwyn rolled her eyes, “…whatever it is you were doing. More importantly, you have revealed something that makes you particularly useful to me and my corporation in this time of darkness and unknowing.” She grinned, almost predatorily. “That is, if you’re amenable working directly for one of the triple As.”

      Triple A? Gila desperately tried to preserve his poker face. If there’s ANYONE that might be able to erase the Midknight situation AND get me home…

      “Why would they want us?” Rose arched an eyebrow. “They barely know anything about us. Hell, you barely know anything about us. What gives you the clout to get us a megacorp gig? Especially on the heels of fraggin’ up this one.”

      Come on, Rose. Gilabyte scolded her mentally. Don’t shut the door on this…

      “Well, to be frank…” Brunwyn’s lips curled into a sneering, almost malicious, smirk. “Here in Toronto, I am the voice of Saeder-Krupp Industries, with a direct tie to our head offices in four nations. Basically, if I want Saeder-Krupp to hire you, then we hire you.”

      “Wow…” Rose seemed awestruck, and maybe even a little scared, but Gilabyte’s opinion of Brunwyn—or rather the enormous potential she represented—was dramatically different.

      “It would be a pleasure to work for the Krupp, ma’am,” he said. In his mind, Brunwyn had changed from the mysterious elven debutante to his single most likely method of getting home in the midst of all this chaos—maybe more. “But, in all good conscience, we need to wrap up on the current job first.” Feeling energized from how the evening had fallen into place, he pressed his luck. “Which reminds me. Can I ask you a question about one of tonight’s patrons? Specifically, the suit who got attacked by that addict.”

      “Jean Luc Case,” she answered matter-of-factly, “or as everyone calls him behind his back, Mister Astrid Case. She works legal downtown, and he’s her citizenship-based wedding band. Astrid does a lot of private work for a few…brokers, shall we say? If it will build that little bridge of trust, what do you need to know?”

      Gila and Rose glanced at each other, mentally noting everything she said.

      “That’s really all,” Gila nodded. “Just a little intel to scratch the surface on the guy. We, or our employer, can do with it what they will. Thanks.”

      “Always happy to help,” Brunwyn steepled her fingers. “Anything else before we call it a night?”

      “How can we get in touch with you after we tie things up with our current employer? We can’t exactly send you a comm, can we?” Gilabyte forced a chuckle, secretly hoping maybe Saeder-Krupp had like a clandestine network for their operatives.

      “Come to our temporary offices down on Bloor and—”

      “Avenue.” Of course Rose knew the stretch of buildings she was talking about. “Bloor and Avenue. Prime real estate, too.”

      “Yes.” Brunwyn didn’t like being interrupted, and it showed in her frosty stare. “That’s the place. Tomorrow, come in the front doors and tell the doormen you are there for a meeting with Ms. Harridan. They will escort you to my office straight away. If we have an accord, then I will let the…Rilfoyles, was it? Well, whoever you wish to be, I’ll let you back on your way. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      The two technomancers walked through the darkness and the rising of a thin, early-morning fog. The brisk autumn air against no-longer-climate-controlled buildings was covering every window with a sheen of frost, and the various fires burning in the streets and alleys for warmth were sources of thick plumes of smoke. It had gotten cold enough that they were wrapped in puffy polyester nyla-coat jackets, thankful they stashed them behind a useless car charger in the Casa Loma lot.

      All in all, it was not difficult to avoid interactions—and therefore complications—as they crossed a few kilometers of 2 a.m., blacked-out Toronto.

      As they walked, there were long stretches of silence, since both of them had concerns about how the evening’s events had fallen into place the way they did. Eventually, Gila broke one of the silent segments. “I can feel how upset you are about all this.”

      “About what?”

      “About our mission tonight. But it wasn’t a frag up, not really.” He held out a shiny electronics-protecting full of datasticks. “We got a ton of data for our employer, we got a solid lead on someone involved with the Grid Pirates, and one of the largest megacorporations in the world wants to talk to us about a direct, no-Johnson-involved, gig.” He held out his arm like a bird’s wing. “And except for a bruised elbow, it was a Hippocratic ’run—no harm done nor suffered. Where I come from, that’s a really good night.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Rose bit her lip before continuing. “But that’s not all. We played right into her hands. This damned blackout has you trapped, my friends playing patrol around our home, and instead of me being out there protecting my fellow Torontonians, I’m running missions again.” She took in a deep breath in preparation for her growing rant. “This was the gem of the Canadian UCAS, not some Chicagoan DMZ left behind by Ares’ Bug-bombs, an onion-layered murder track like Indianapolis, or the heart of the shadows like Seattle. This is Toronto.”

      In her pause, Gilabyte could hear why she was so upset in the dark of the blocks around them. The echo of gunfire. The shouts of Darwinian victories. The cries of urban prey. It was enough to pour ice water down anyone’s back.

      “I hate this,” Rose continued, reading plainly on the Gila’s face that he was thinking about it now, too. “But it isn’t the danger or the switch-up from what’s on and what’s dark. It’s all the unknowns. How many cities got hit? And why Toronto? Who does this kind of thing, lays down this kind of drek on a few million souls, but then doesn’t even hold us ransom—or even make some kind of supervillain speech about why people deserve its new ice age or whatever…” She sighed, grabbing the pouch of datasticks and shaking it in front of Gila’s face. “And yet we still find a way to sink our fangs in each other and climb a ladder we can’t even see anymore. Even when we have no idea who is throwing us back into the proverbial dark ages, we fall on one another instead of trying to fix a damned thing.”

      “It’s dire, that’s for sure,” Gilabyte agreed, “but you can’t…hell, we can’t just roll over and let this put a lid over your coffin. Frag it. Maybe we technomancers almost have to step up and do a little more, since we actually can. Think about the VR jocks and the Matrix minders—and even the beetles like that guy back at the party. Hardcore addicts like those have got to be in full Jones mode now. Shakes, hallucinations, urges for a thing they just cannot have, and in a day or two more without their fix those little voices in their chemi-soup bowl of a skull are gonna get louder and louder until they either turn to something else to make them shut up, or give in to those urges.” His mind was abuzz with all of the people he has seen over the years fall apart because of simsense overloads, drugs, and other addictions. “And now we know these Grid Pirate bastards and whoever are making things worse for these folks with their dirty pain-juice…”

      “Damn, chum.” Rose blew out a long, exasperated plume of steam. “You paint a pretty bleak picture. Thanks for making me feel worse.”

      “I’m sorry,” he threw an arm around her shoulders and gave her a quick, friendly squeeze. “I forget sometimes how dusty my point of view can get. Too many years of ’runnin and seeing people come and go.” He rubbed his armadillo and smiled. “My friend used to say we do a pretty drek job for the most part, but it’s up to us to decide if we let it stain our shoes. I guess all I’m sayin’ is we might actually have a shot at moving the karmic gauge forward a bit for your town, and set ourselves up a bit along the way. I reckon we’re doin’ the right thing, even if it means steppin’ out of our comfort zone a little.”

      “All right, all right.” She looked at him with added seriousness. “But what if Howell lined up your ride home already? Aren’t you just going to bug out and leave?”

      “No.”

      “But, isn’t that the whole reason you’re out here fake schmoozing with elven nobility and beatin’ up addicts in the first place?” She cocked her head at him. “So you can escape this madness?”

      “Look,” Gilabyte opened up as they drew nearer and nearer to High Park. “While most of Toronto is at each other’s throats, hiring muscle just to stay alive, we managed to pull down a triple-A gig with the local mouthpiece of one of the Big Ten. Back home, that kind of luck always came with a price tag that normally meant getting Aztech’s bloody fingerprints all over your nuyen. The fact that we might be able to use this new relationship with Krupp to maybe help Toronto get the lights back on—or at least sack kick the arseholes who turned them off in the first place—I can’t run off and leave those chips on the table.”

      “I wouldn’t blame you if all you wanted was to ghost out of here.” She nodded. “Who knows what’s going on outside the ‘plex?”

      “That’s why I have to stay. See this through a bit more.” He shook his head quickly. “It’s killin’ me not to link up. The fact that Dallas could be just as dark, and my team could be in danger. But no, I can’t just bounce when I have a chance to do something for all of us technomancers, because somethin’ out there’s hurtin’ our little friends, and maybe it’s time for a little payback. I know I can’t wait to finish my kung-fu film binge-a-thon, but I wouldn’t enjoy it knowing that I left you guys in a lurch when I could’ve done something.” He laughed, realizing he was falling into full vent mode. “Hell, maybe I’ll give Howell’s ticket home to Tyson.”

      “That kid should probably get home to his family.”

      “Yeah, I never meant for him to get all swept up in my drek. He was just a nice kid who happened to share a ride home with me. I never asked for him to save my ass… twice.”

      She smiled. “Maybe there’s a shadowrunner buried inside him, after all.”

      “But I totally had that Neverland ghoul right where I wanted him.”

      “Oh… okay.” Her chuckle was as dismissive as it possibly could be. “And where’s that?”

      “I’d been binging on AttakPaks and vending machine snacks for almost a week.” Gilabyte grinned. “I was going to poison him from the inside!”

      “Shut up and keep walking, ears,” she groaned, “if we’re lucky, we’ll get home before Sin does. Sleepin’ in the bath sucks. I’m swiping his hammock.”

      They joked and laughed all the way back to High Park, doing their best to keep spirits high and push the negative possibilities out of their forebrains. Things were actually looking pretty okay for them—relatively speaking.

      After losing a few close friends on the job,  Gilabyte wouldn’t normally have let his guard down so quickly. Rose was like the sister he never knew he wanted. They had become so at ease with one another…

      …that neither noticed an enormous shadow circling in the skies above them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Argyle Nines—Mr. Howell’s Safehouse

        Sunnyside, Toronto

        16th November 2080, 0945 hrs

      

      

      After a short morning’s rest, they came to Howell’s current safehouse; a hole-in-the-wall apartment two-sleeper in a flathouse a few blocks from High Park. It had mismatched paint on the walls, furniture that had seen better days…several days earlier, and multiple kero-heaters keeping the place from being an icebox.

      “All set.” Gilabyte tossed the security pouch to the Johnson as they came in and pulled up mismatched plasticine chairs. “As asked.”

      “Wow!” Howell exclaimed after hearing how successful they were at the museum party, jingling the datasticks in their pouch. “No troubles, then?”

      “Not really.” Rose shot Gilabyte a sideways glance. “Just a bunch of top-shelf elbow-rubbers trying to act like they aren’t all grouped up because they’re afraid of the dark.”

      “And you’re sure you scraped their logs clean?” Howell’s tone was leading, and Gilabyte wondered if this was as morally gray a job as he’d initially thought. “They can’t trace what you two did back to the real Rilfoyles?”

      Rose blew a raspberry. “Not a chance. Even if they did have enough power for firewalls or sniffers, what we were doing was roughly the same as what the AR adverts do—just a two-way version. You’re all good, chummer.”

      “Excellent.” The Johnson slid behind the repurposed kitchen table serving as his desk and settled into a bright turquoise and chrome diner-style chair. “I was worried some of those top-floor types might have figured out what you technomancers can do, and would have a few of your kind on hand to help block or spook you out.”

      “Really?” Gilabyte’s eyebrows drew together. “Because you didn’t mention that when you brought us in. Bad form, man. Bad form.” He plopped down in a chair facing Howell and leaned in. “You’re lucky things didn’t go down like that. I reckon this—” he gestured between himself and the Johnson, “—would be a much different exchange.”

      “Look here, Dallas—” Howell’s cheeks reddened, but before he could continue, Rose cut him off.

      “Everything went tidy, neat and dandy.” She slapped a hand on the desk. “And here we are. Happy, safe, and ready to talk about wrapping this up so we can move on with the rest of our lives.”

      “About that.” Howell suddenly looked nervous. “I’ve got a few lines in the water on ways to get you back across the border. There’s a go-gang that rolled into town yesterday that still has some juice in their bikes. I’ve got some people talking to them about putting your name on a sidecar, since they aren’t staying long. There’s only one hook to it—they’re looking at St. Louis, not Dallas. With comms down, I need more time to talk to my guys out there to finish the last leg of your trip. I know it isn’t perfect, but I didn’t want to let you down.”

      “O-kay…” Gilabyte raised an eyebrow. “You know what that means, right?” He grabbed a static picture frame from Howell’s desk and turned it around to look at it. The picture showed the Johnson bookended by two enormous tigers, one orange and the other white, both heavily augmented. “Gorgeous animals, really.”

      “Listen. Wait.” Howell grabbed and opened a small, rattling box under a stack of desk-heaped paperwork and pulled out a handful of cash-rated credsticks. “My reader is flatlined, so I’m kind of guessing here based off what I remember, but this should be about five grand for each of you. I know it isn’t the whole amount, and I know this whole sitrep isn’t exactly prime, but Fawkes and Cloud…those guys are my only real protection in all of this, and I really do care about the big lugs. They aren’t just meat and metal around processors, you know?”

      “Hmm.” Gilabyte stared up at the ceiling for a moment, pondering what he already knew he was going to do—especially with a triple-A gig lined up for later that day. “A Johnson with a heart of gold. I like it. Here’s my counter: you keep working on that go-gang angle, but now you’re going to work on getting my friend Tyson to Sacramento. I understand it’s going to be a little harder, being the Free States and all, but I have faith in you, sir. You owe me, and I owe him. Everybody’s taken care of.”

      “What?” Howell blurted, shooting a confused look at the technomancer. “Are you serious?”

      “Very.” Gilabyte smiled. “Oh, and the rest of the funds you still owe me? You get to use that to update the handler rigs on your cats. I feel you’re a pretty good guy to work with, but your crazy fraggin’ cyber-tigers are one misfire away from ruinin’ everyone’s day.”

      “I wouldn’t say—”

      “You don’t have to.” Gilabyte pointed at himself. “Technomancer, remember? I know how unstable their programming really is. Get ’em fixed.” He chuckled at the puerile pun, then continued. “Because if I hear they’re still bungling their behavioral 1s and 0s, endangering my friends, and risking my favorite Johnson in the greater city of Toronto—” He clicked his tongue. “—I’ll push one my angriest, most careless, anarchy sprites into that control link…” He pointed at the elaborate device on Howell’s wrist, slipping the tiniest bit of resonance into it, causing the indicator lights to flicker momentarily. “And then I’ll turn you into a cautionary tale about keeping cybernetically-enhanced carnivores as pets. Understand?”

      “Yes.” Howell pushed the cash sticks to their side of the table, redness filling his cheeks. “I accept your terms. I can appreciate a ’runner who looks after his friends.”

      “Me too,” Rose agreed, clearly impressed.

      “Excellent,” Gilabyte said, scooping up the credsticks and standing up. “Now, if you don’t mind, she and I have another appointment to keep.”

      Howell addressed the technomancers as they left the apartment. “Tell her majesty I’ll bring the data by later so we can start looking for angles on who’s profiteering off our city’s misfortune.”

      “Sure, will do.” The Johnson didn’t need to know they were going to see someone at Saeder-Krupp; might as well let him assume they were headed home. “When you’re sifting through what we scored for you, be sure to look for anything to do with Jean Luc and Astrid Case. Don’t know how deep they’re in, but they are definitely pirate-adjacent in all of this.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” Howell said, closing the door tightly between them.
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      A few minutes later, when they were nearly out of the Johnson’s temporary building, Rose playfully slapped Gilabyte’s shoulder. Through his Leafs jacket he felt it comparably less than the sound it made against the pleather.

      “Pretty smooth, Dallas,” she said. “Real nice to take care of Tyson, too.”

      “With the Krupp taking care of me, it’s the least I can do for the kid.”

      “All right, chummer. Let’s swing by my place and stash the cash, then we should head over to Avenue. This time of day it’ll be packed, and we don’t want to get caught up in all that.”

      “Packed? With what?”

      “Megacorp casualties.” She grimaced. “Unemployed wageslaves.”
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      Rose wasn’t kidding.

      The last three blocks of Avenue Street—an oddly named thoroughfare to be sure—was quite crowded, despite the cold air. Groups of people in various states of disarray and anger clustered around the lobby doors to the many businesses and corporate offices lining the street. Some groups waved signs, others spat chants. More than a few had set afire dumpsters, refuse drums, and the occasional grid-locked car. These were the employees, or former employees, of the company suites they were gathered by.

      The first days of the blackout had apparently forced many of the smaller corporate entities to shut their doors and evacuate their executive personnel, leaving the wageslaves to flounder in confusion, chaos, and eventually desperation. With no ability to call a supervisor, check in with HR, or even get their salaries, it was evident this situation was going to leave employees out in the cold—literally. Life in the blackout was becoming a bartering, trade, and favor-based economy; and the corporate execs weren’t writing IOUs.

      “I’ve got friends that lost jobs down here. For the most part,” Rose explained as she and Gilabyte wove through the shouting mobs, “none of them can afford getting any more violent than throwing a few things now and then, or setting autos on fire.”

      “It’s a garbage hand to be dealt.” Gilabyte looked out of the groups of people. Humans, dwarves, elves, quite a few orks…it was a good thing the media casters weren’t up and running, else the Policlub scumbags and their fellow bottom-feeders would likely be out there trying to spark things into a full-blown riot. “It’s weird. We ’runners are always scraping by, a few steps behind the wagefolk and the corporate suits when the world runs like it’s supposed to, but you toss everyone in a situation like this, and suddenly we’re in our element. Kings of the drek pile.”

      “And the rest of the time,” Rose said, “while we’re dodging bullets and keeping ghoul fangs out of our asses, those same wagefolk are getting a steady paycheck and have four walls and a roof, or at least a coffin sleeper, they call home. It has to be nice.”

      “What’re you talkin’ about?” he asked. “You have a home in High Park, and a family. At least a brother, anyway.”

      “Yeah, but all that is borrowed on credit.” She sighed. “If Sin and I decided to stop doing runs for Dee, our little cottage would quickly belong to someone else. It may look like the flower garden commune some people make it out to be, but if Daiyanna Dimeeko decides your stay is over…that place turns gray and uninviting real quick. I’ve seen it happen. I’m just glad she and I have always stayed on pretty good terms. I would not want to stand against the Parkers if it came to that.”

      “I saw that much.” The thought of what the ogre Signpost was surely capable of pushed the limits of Gila’s mental capacity for imaginary violence. “But I guess I figured you all were chummed out with each other.”

      “For the most part, we are.” Sidestepping a pair of curb-sitters, Rose directed his attention toward the corner tower building with the onyx-glass windows and brushed-nickel accents. “But it’s a lot like one of the ’runner clubs out west. Everyone is looking for jobs, some of the jobs buck against one another, and if the money was right, you know one of your neighbors would gladly come at you. It’s just business, but it is one of the reasons why people like me and SINder bring in strays as often as we can…just to keep the new blood on our side if things zero out.”

      “Alright then. You have any ground rules you want to set before we head on in?” Gilabyte asked his partner. “This is your city, your home, after all; you should probably take point. Whatever Brunwyn wants us to do, you’ll have to deal with the ripples in the pond longer than I will.”

      “Sure.” Rose looked thoughtful. “As for lines I don’t want to cross? Nothing that will put the High Parkers at risk…or put me at risk with Dee.” Her lips curled into a mischievous smirk. “For less than seven figures, that is.”

      “Damn…” Gilabyte gasped in mock awe. “How very mercenary of you.”

      “Hey, a cool mil would buy me and Sin a pretty sweet shack in another city, right?”

      “I reckon. But is there anything else you want to keep clear of? Any other quid pro quos and whatnot?”

      “How about this: if she says something that’s really too much for me, I’ll talk about peppermints.”

      “Peppermints?”

      “Yeah,” she said, “it’s my safe word.”

      “Got it. Hard bug out on peppermints.”

      “When I go full rezzed Matrix,” she said, “if I need someone to keep me cool, get a medical patch ready, or go wheels up… I comm over peppermints.”

      He tucked his hair behind his pointed ears. “Let’s do this.”

      Breaking through the last of the scattered mob, Rose pointed at the blackened spire. “That’s the pla—” She froze at the sight of the front doors.

      “Whoa…” Gilabyte joined her in awe.

      Standing in front of the heavy manual metal and polymer doors were a half-dozen armed and armored Saeder-Krupp corporate soldiers. Two trolls, one ork, and two heavily cybered men in thick, blue-green armored combat fatigues, stood like a wall of paramilitary death between the street and the building. Each one of the massive grunts hoisted an equally massive assault rifle, and by the reddish-brown stains on the pavement, they had been called to use them a few times in the last few days.

      “With muscle like that, what does she need us for?” Rose whispered as they stepped up onto the curb.

      “Whatever it is—” Gilabyte tried not to flinch—and failed—when the six killing machines leveled their firearms at the technomancers. “—it better pay real well.”

      “Advahnce no furthuhr, citizen,” the ork’s German accent was thick, “state you’hr behz’nuss.”

      This wouldn’t be the first time Gilabyte had so many guns pointed (and even shot) at him, but it still made him stammer nervously. “W-We have a meeting with Ms. Harridan?”

      At the mention of her name, the big ork barked out something in German, and the man at the end of the line shouldered his rifle and jogged inside. The others did not so much as lower their rifles a millimeter.

      The blackout threatens everybody. Gilabyte thought. But the megacorps refuse to give up their edge.

      Moments later, the soldier came back and nodded to his commander, who gave a quick click with his tongue. The rifles came back down to an at-ease position, and the blockade parted to give access to the double doors—one of which the ork reached out and pulled open for them.

      “Ms. Hahrridunn’s suite is on deh forth fl’uhr,” he said, “Stahrs are t’the left.”

      They strode past him and into the lobby, Gilabyte feeling adrenaline in his veins from the impending job and just having a small arsenal pointed at their faces. He’d been inside corporate offices before, and they would be packed with employees, visitors, contractors, and the like. The blackout had this place running on a skeleton crew. Aside from a dozen or so strolling suit-and-case types, at least two wagemages powering up what they could, and a couple passersby like Rose and Gila, the large open room was mostly empty. Even if it was almost empty and just a temporary facility, Gilabyte was amped up to be inside a Saeder-Krupp office by invitation.

      The gray marble floors were scuffed and hadn’t seen a spin-polisher in a week; yellow caution tape was strung around anything that would normally require power: the shattered vending machines, the whole clients-only Matrix room, and of course both sets of four elevators. A large, hand-written placard sat atop the circular reception desk at the back of the lobby, its message written in four different languages: Sign In. No Receptionist On Duty.

      Rose scooped the stylus and let the heated tip color-change the paper to jot down John and Jane Doe, the date and roughly the time—something that was normally always so precise when she could just peek at the grid feed or at their commlinks—and then paused at the reason for the visit.

      “We are,” Gilabyte said quietly, exaggerating every word, “Shadow. Runners.”

      “Way to be covert, ears,” Rose laughed, and scrawled Expert Consultants. “There.”

      “He said the fourth floor, right?” Gilabyte knew he remembered it right, but with aching legs from already walking a few kilometers this morning, the idea of stairs was already making his knees quake.

      “That he did.” Rose sighed; she must have felt the same.

      “How much trouble you reckon we’d get in if we juiced up a lift?” Gilabyte smirked, wiggling his fingers at the taped-up row of sliding doors.

      “Oh, I’m sure that won’t cause a building-wide panic or anything.” She shook her head, the short curls of her hair swooshing back and forth. “Come on down! See the dynamic duo with their grid magic!”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Gilabyte turned toward the open set of doors labeled “Stairs.” “Every beetlehead in five blocks would come here to wring any glimmer they could out of us.”

      “It’s only four floors, tough guy.” Rose said, patting him on the back. “Come on.”

      Each step of the climb was covered in thick industrial carpeting studded with safety texture grips, and semi-rubberized handrails lined the walls. Softly glowing chemi-light sticks taped intermittently to the walls gave the stairwell a haunting green glow.

      The fourth floor itself was designed with modestly open architecture. Thick support pillars formed the turning points of the perimeter. One-way shading of the external windows allowed a great deal of filtered light in to reveal thick, neutral-beige carpeting. There were a number of small office doors with various Germanic nameplates embossed upon them. There was only one primary business suite on the floor, and it had no nameplate—merely a brass sign reading “Management: By Appointment Only.”

      Rose’s faux-leather gloved knuckles rapped loudly against the heavy door three times. It was a remarkably hollow sound that reverberated ominously throughout the hallway.

      There was the clacking of the metal latches on the door’s other side. “Can I help you?” A heavily muscled man with a blond crew cut opened the door halfway. He wore shaded glasses and had a ring of Viking-esque runic script tattoos along his neck that disappeared into the open collar of his expensive suit. He wore a small white earpiece, but neither technomancer could feel any power vibrations from it.

      “Ms. Harridan is expecting us,” Rose said.

      “Who can I say is—” he began, but the light tink of a glass bottle being set on a metallic platter interrupted him.

      “These are my museum friends, Heinrik.” Brunwyn’s strong and confident voice slid up behind him, causing him to stiffen slightly before stepping to one side. “Come in, come in!” She had traded the silver evening dress for an ash-gray power suit with thin silvery pinstripes, her long hair was pulled up into a single bun held together with a pair of long spikes of ivory carved with patterns like the scales of a fish. Having just poured a round of bubbly light wines, she turned to the technomancers.

      “Shall we?” She gestured to the high-backed chairs surrounding a small table. It was a dark wooden office with little furniture grouped toward the back of the room. A huge mirror hung on one wall, and an elaborate secretary desk rests against one wall. Even with these accoutrements, the room seemed too large for small meetings like this.

      “I won’t lie.” Rose’s tone was amused as she plucked a drink flute from the table and took a seat. “I thought we’d be waiting for you quite a while.” She sipped and smiled, raising the glass slightly to her host. “I’ve never been so happy to be wrong.”

      Gilabyte picked up a glass and joined his compatriot at the table. “Thanks again for this opportunity.”

      “Don’t thank me just yet, my friends.” Brunwyn’s light German accent only added to her exotic and elegant demeanor. “We haven’t yet begun to discuss the As and Bs of our negotiation’s scale.”

      “No,” he countered, “but I like to start things off believing we are all going to come out on top.” He faked a small sip, having heard of some of the neuro-pliability drugs the big companies used in some meetings. “Good ol’ Texan optimism at work, I reckon.”

      “Nietzsche’s ardent nihilism was big where I grew up,” Brunwyn said with a slight laugh. “So. Shall we?” She raised one of her slender hands and waved for Heinrik to leave the room—which he quickly did, closing the doors behind him.

      “So…” Gilabyte set his glass down and steepled his fingers on his lap. “What does Saeder-Krupp need from a couple of lowly shadowrunners?”

      “Watch who you’re callin’ ‘lowly,’” Rose muttered, slapping him across the bicep.

      “As you well know, Saeder-Krupp’s profits in the latest Journal reported a slight dip in this region…most likely due to the new lengths EvoCorp has gone to expand into the protosphere, no matter how foolish an idea that is with the state of the greater malefices…” Brunwyn wrinkled her nose and made a strange half-snort, half-cough. “The economic reflections therein are for the executives to decode and decipher,  but it does lead me as to why I need a capable technomancer—or two. Our bottom line here in the UCAS shifted in a way that my brother, a powerful member of management, among other executives within the company, felt my leadership here would be instrumental in increasing the efficiency of our employees.” She gestured to the office all around them. “Thus, all of this wondrousness became my new home.”

      “A step up, I hope?” Rose inquired.

      “Yes and no,” said Brunwyn. “In the Freie-stadt—Berlin—I had room to stretch out, enjoy the world around me, but I always had to watch myself. Living in the shadow of my brother, another prominent member of the Saeder-Krupp aristocracy, so to speak, was exhausting. He was always nearby to clip my wings, and took all the glory for himself. In the old days, someone less loving than me would have had him killed. Ha!”

      She was the only one that laughed in the room.

      Gilabyte righted the boat again. “But now you’re in charge over here, and that has to be a great thing.”

      “It would be, if not for a few minor obstacles that have risen to chain me at my throat to the bedrock here,” she shuddered head to toe in an honest show of her anger. “Add to my troubles this bedamned power outage and I’m at my wits’ end. It’s hard not to just burn a few blocks down and start building anew, like a phoenix from the ashes.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Rose asked.

      She might be. Gila thought. The megacorps have done worse for less.

      “Of course not. That is why I orchestrated the little event at Casa Loma last night.” Brunwyn paused to compose herself, smoothing a few stray hairs at her forehead back amongst the rest. “I wanted to get an honest opinion of some of the landowners, where they held real estate, and whether or not anyone could help me before I took more…drastic measures. Aside from meeting some future socio-political morsels to chew upon later, the highlight of my night was when you inserted yourselves into my attention.”

      “Which brings us to today,” Gilabyte muttered, then raised his voice. “What can we do for you?”

      “When you came to my aid, unknowing of my ability to protect myself, and willingly put yourself and your current mission in harm’s way, I was impressed.”

      “Glad I partnered up with a Southie cowboy, then.” Rose smiled. “Because if he was the one getting our coats and I was the one there with you…” She shook her head. “I wouldn’t have gone after that beetle. No way, not me.”

      “No matter.” The executive continued. “Was it the way of the shadows? No. But it is the kind of decisive action the Toronto Division of Saeder-Krupp Heavy Industries needs in the very near future if we are to collectively end this power grid nightmare.”

      “I was hoping you might be able to do just that.” Gilabyte sighed. “I’m not from around here, but I’ve made some friends and I’ve felt the kind of cold and, if you pardon the hyperbole, evil out there preying on the people of this city. I know you already have something in mind you need technomancers for, but if we can work with Saeder-Krupp to help stop the blackout profiteers and maybe get the lights turned back on…”

      “One thing at a time.” Brunwyn finished her wine and set the glass down, walking around to the front of the desk to loom over the two shadowrunners. “I find it very noble that you both want to help your city, and there is no question that even with the meager emergency efforts being made, my company is losing hundreds of thousands of nuyen daily. We want things to return to normal as well. You must understand… with background checks requiring shamanic rituals and divining magery instead of a simple Matrix dive into your SINformation, we cannot simply hire the untested for such important work. First, a test drive of your abilities.”

      “Like a contract rider?” Gilabyte asked. Rose nodded her support of the question.

      Brunwyn stood up and strode over to the desk at the far wall as she talked. “More like a trial of loyalty to your would-be employer. Namely, me. I need to contract you two under the promitto serviet, a very old and traditional contract in my family line.”

      “The…promise to service?” Gilabyte said. Yeah, Mami…who’ll “never use” two years of Latin now? Ha!

      “Essentially, yes.” Brunwyn raised her brow, slightly impressed. “The blackout puts our legal team quite literally in the dark. They don’t have access to their contracting servers, their backlog of Johnsons—so I must harken back to a time when my people did things a little differently.”

      “Your people?” Rose asked, a tinge of worry in her voice. “How so?”

      “German aristocracy, my dear.” Brunwyn returned from the far table with box made from lacquered wood and silver filigree. She retook her seat and gently placed it on the table between them. “The promitto serviet is an agreement between an employee and an employer to fulfill the terms of their service to one another, under penalty of some great personal cost.”

      “So you’d sue the decimal places out of our accounts if we screw up?” Rose was blunt.

      “No.” Brunwyn smiled, but her tone was deathly serious. “This is more like the vendettas of old. Basically, serve as you are intended and I will compensate as agreed upon. Anything else, and the serviet demands the wronged side suffer a blood debt to the other.”

      “Whoa…” Both technomancers were a set a little aback.

      “Don’t worry about this too much, though.” Brunwyn opened the box and took out the contents one piece at a time, almost ritualistically. “In all my years, and on the records of my family’s past servieii, I’ve only ever known of two such agreements to go so badly that the blood debt became a literal thing.” She unfurled a piece of leathery paper, possibly vellum, and then placed four silver chess piece-style paperweights to hold the corners down. “One of which screwed up so badly that my brother was forced to bring his entire household down around him and his family, and the other made amends rather quickly and I think only one person lost a finger…or a hand? I honestly don’t remember. Those were stories from when we were young.”

      Rose and Gilabyte’s faces went slightly slack-jawed at her explanation.

      “Look.” Brunwyn pulled out a long, silver pen, a small bottle of deep violet ink, and a compact of ashes for the drying of the ink, setting them all down so precisely it was as if they had defined places on the table. “I specifically wanted both of you for this job because I have faith you can succeed where the bullets and blades of our corporate muscle would simply make things worse. It isn’t in my nature to waste time on foolishness, and my brother would kill me…literally tear out my heart and put it on display in Berlin…if I besmirched the company’s honor and name.”

      “Sounds kind of like SINder on no-caf mornings,” Rose joked, possibly trying to lighten the mood a bit. Or possibly trying not to get too spooked by the whole contract thing; Gilabyte couldn’t tell.

      “Let me propose this,” the elf continued as she lightly dipped the stylus into the ink and then expertly began scripting the contract in short scratches of calligraphy. “Brunwyn der Harridan, rightfully empowered and entreated through the Saeder-Krupp Heavy Industries megacorporation and verified by the blood in her own veins, does hereby require the eviction and evacuation of trespassers from Saeder-Krupp property as described and en lien by the Greater Toronto Internal estate committee. For their part in this service, the entities heresigned…” she paused, looking up from her work. “I don’t believe we have discussed at all what you would like as payment for helping me.”

      “I don’t believe we’ve discussed what the frag we’re being signed up to do here,” Rose’s tone told of her growing frustration.

      “If I understood you correctly, you just need us to help get a few squatters off some of your property?” Gilabyte didn’t want negotiations to break down before they even really began. “Are they just a bunch of Norms and Janes, or are we talking a bunch of go-gangers that are probably really irritated because their rides are all sauced out?”

      “It is a small group of bigoted fools that want to see me and my kind wiped off the planet. They may very well be armed. They moved into a small storage area we recently purchased from the city.” Brunwyn’s face showed little emotion, but her flaring pupils revealed her dislike of the situation. “It would probably be best to simply give them good reason to take up residence elsewhere.” She tapped her index fingernail against her front teeth with a soft clack-clack-clack. “If you can handle this simple first order of the serviet, we will discuss a real undertaking that will help us all out of this damnable blackout. How much do you want for this first transaction? What seems fair to you?”

      “Fifty thousand. Each,” Rose said quickly. “Doubled if it goes to triggers and somebody on our payroll gets hurt.”

      “Let’s just call it an even seventy-five for each of you,” Brunwyn countered, “regardless of violent actions and bodily harm to you or any subcontractors you deem necessary to aid you.”

      “Oh…” Rose seemed stunned by the number. “Okay.”

      Maybe this is how the Big 10 always does things? Fast and formal.

      “What about the real gig? When do we talk about that one?” Gilabyte tried not to seem too eager, but this was a lot of money and was going to help deal with the blackout? It almost seemed too good to be true.

      “You have thirty-six hours to get yourselves ready, go to the address I will provide, and remove the trespassers. If they return within the next twenty-four hours, you will be required to remove them a second time. There will not be a third.” She paused in her inking of the contract. “Are the terms clear enough for your liking?”

      Gilabyte smirked. “I’ve put my mark on worse deals. I’m in if she’s in.”

      “I’m good with it on one more thing,” Rose added. “Gilabyte here needs a safe ride home to the Dallas metroplex once everything is all said and done. He doesn’t live here like we do. He has loved ones to check on, see if his home has a blackout to battle against, too.”

      “I’m sure we can arrange that.” Brunwyn’s smile spoke of plans already brewing in her mind. “By the time you both have fulfilled your part of the agreement, trial and contract, I’m sure the collective wealth and influence of your new employer can manage to get one elf over a few boundaries. Blackout or no.”

      “Plus the money?” Rose ensured she wasn’t about to screw herself out of a small fortune.

      “Of course. I would never think otherwise.” Brunwyn finished scrawling out the Saeder-Krupp side of the promitto serviet, blowing a pinch of the drying ashes across the page. “If there is one thing our company has always been known for, it’s—”

      “Wildly popular paramilitary support and having a fraggin’ dragon at the head of your board of directors?” Rose interrupted, all smiles.

      Brunwyn did not look pleased at the interruption, but it passed quickly. “I was going to say equitable treatment of our employees. Off the books or on the payroll, we make sure that no one talks ill of working with Saeder-Krupp.”

      “You mean…” Gilabyte raised a finger to make a point. “You make sure no one has reason to talk ill of you, right?”

      “Isn’t that what I said?” Brunwyn placed a hand on her chest, clutching nonexistent pearls. “But yes, you take care of these interlopers and we will get you both paid in international transfer slips immediately, and we will get cracking on seeing you on your way, Mr. Byte.”

      “And we’ll be helping you toward turning the lights back on?” he asked.

      “Absolutely.” Brunwyn held the stylus out between them. “Sign where I have indicated.”

      “And this—” Rose pointed to the medieval-looking contract, “—is how we make it all happen?”

      “This is how the top dogs do it. Money isn’t really going to cripple our coffers, so to speak, and a little power outage isn’t about to stop the eighth largest megacorporation in the world from arranging a nice, cushy ride home for one of its hard workers. Who knows? Maybe you can look up our satellite offices in Dallas. I’ll put in a good word for you.” She gestured to two adjoining lines at the bottom of the page. “Just sign, and we will get things started.”

      “Well, if you put it that way…” Gilabyte read over the mixture of flowery prose and weirdly arcane legal terms until he was satisfied, then waited for Rose to do the same. All the while, Brunwyn looked on with a hungry shine in her sapphire eyes.

      “Here we go.” He pressed the stylus to the page, dark violet ink spreading out a little faster than he intended. When was the last time I used real ink on anything? he wondered. He made the most of the splotch by turning it into his SIN number and a little swipe-swirl that read a.k.a. Gilabyte. He tapped the point above the “I”, causing a little firework spatter of ink to punctuate his name. “I guess we get moving.”

      “This is as prime as it’s gonna get with the lights off.” Rose scratched her own name on the line next to Gilabyte’s, adding her working SIN and nomenclature afterwards. “Maybe I’ll like being a megacorp regular grunt after all, eh?”

      “Excellent!” Brunwyn’s gleaming jade bracelets clacked together as she clasped her hands together in front of her, shaking them happily. “Let’s get you a hard copy of the intel on your targets. But first…” she took up the compact of ashes, pinched some more out, and sprinkled it across the page to set the ink. “It is a little too mundane a detail to include on a serviet, but is there anything I can acquire for you to help in your exacting the nature of the contract?”

      “Like gear?” Rose cocked her head.

      “I know you shadowrunners normally like to put all kinds of armament and equipment riders on affidavit, but this isn’t that kind of contract.” Brunwyn held the page to one side and blew sharply across its surface, sending a plume of fine gray ash swirling away from her lips. “So if you are in need of anything that you would normally ask your employers for, feel free and I will see what I can do. We have a small transitory armory on floor two.”

      The technomancers locked eyes. Armory?

      “I’m good on heat.” Rose said.

      “What about your jacket?” Gilabyte reminded her. “The not-so-armored one hung up at the bungalow like a teenager’s rocker poster? That looked pretty worse for wear.”

      Rose nodded. “Actually…you have any body armor on floor two as well?”

      “I assume so.” Brunwyn delicately rolled the contract up and tucked it into a polymer tube similar to the ones used at the CredStop automated teller stands. “I’ll send for the copier so there will be a copy waiting for you downstairs at the front desk by the time you’re done on two.”

      “Thank you,” the technomancers said, almost in unison.

      Scrawling a few quick words in German on a tearaway memo and handing it to Rose, Brunwyn grinned. “We took street thugs and suited them up like a proper mercenary unit before putting them on our doorstep, and that was all from our inventory on floor two. I’m sure we can set you up.” She turned to Gilabyte. “And you?”

      Gilabyte thought about past situations that were almost immediately made worse when Black Jacques would appear on the scene—he was the heavy metal, after all. “I was always taught not to bring the big guns unless you already know it’s going to be a dust up. So if these squatters are low-key and can be reasoned with, we won’t need any street artillery. I reckon maybe a Praetor can do the trick?”

      “Perfect.” Another scribble, another torn off memo; this time for him. She also grabbed a small dossier, complete with a scrap of map attached. Her pointed ears perked up slightly and her eyes shifted to the door. “It seems my next appointment is here. Head on down to two and give those memos to Marceline, she’ll get you sorted.”

      There was a knock on the office door, foreshadowed by her statement.

      Damn, she’s got good ears! Gilabyte thought to himself, making the note to never try and sneak up on his new employer.

      “Let’s get moving.” Rose commented, standing. “Lest we find our clock punched and our tempus well and fugit’d.”

      Brunwyn smiled, and a flash of high-executive boardroom predator swept across her face. “You ought to have enough time for a couple of professionals like yourselves.”

      Rose nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Now,” said Brunwyn, “if you please. While I hate to rush you along…I must.”

      Heinrik opened the doors and entered with a cordial bow. “Cliff and Rhonda from Barrette Acquisitions are here for your afternoon slot, fraulein,” he announced.

      “Yes, yes,” Brunwyn placed a hand on one of each of the technomancers’ shoulders. “Thank you so much for coming by. Let’s get back together again very soon. Be safe out there!”
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      Heading down to the infamous second floor, the two technomancers compared the chaotic handwriting on their respective notes. It was probably German, or maybe Brunwyn simply had awful penmanship, but whatever it said—Gilabyte hoped it would prep them for the upcoming…conflict? Conversation? Scrap?

      For what Brunwyn called an armory, the second floor was surprisingly empty of guards or even workers. There was an abundance of obvious surveillance rigs—which did no one any good at the moment—and several shallow wall bulkheads where security could easily post up, but no one actually doing so. It could be that the first response firearms team downstairs warranted less up here, or maybe no one was bold enough to try to rip off Saeder-Krupp in their own HQ, but whatever the reason, the quiet vacancy of the second floor was eerie and unsettling.

      “Hello?” Rose shouted between knocks on the heavily reinforced faux wood door to the so-called armory. The sound was like someone tossing a bunch of big metal silverware in a steel mixing bowl.

      “Yeah, yeah!” someone shouted from within, “be there in a just a tick!”

      A moment later the doors opened and a squat, gray-green leathery person greeted them. Too short to be an ork, but the wrong hue and complexion to be a dwarf, his black, wiry hair was pulled up into a messy-yet-stylish bun. He was dressed in a common wageslave’s daily suit, but a thick workman’s apron protected it.

      “What can I do for you folks?” he grunted, a crooked smile revealing a mouth full of short, pointed fangs—like those of a shrew or a bat.

      “Um…” Gilabyte handed over his memo. “Ms. Harridan told us to come by.” Rose placed her slip of paper in the man’s other hand.

      “Oh, really?” He exhaled between his teeth and the wall of fangs made it hiss. “The great silvery elf is just givin’ out our stuff again?” He shook his head and turned from the doorway, flapping his hand for them to follow. “She acts like this stuff just grows out of the ground, and that I can just jot down the serials, make sure we can keep track for when the lights come back on…what does she think I am? Some kind of number wizard?”

      “She must think pretty highly of your skills.” Gilabyte tried to bring the conversation to a positive place as they walked through a tunnel made of chain-link fencing toward a larger room. Above them on the ceiling was a row of battery-fed ultraviolet lamps, casting everything in their strange, purple light. “This is a helluva prime job, right?”

      “Right right.” He snickered. “Maybe she’s sweet on me, too. Well.” He spun on his heels and stabbed a thick-nailed finger at the elf. “I ain’t that kind of hobgob, y’grok me? Business only. Pleasure’s off the grounds.” As fast as he interrupted the walk, he turned and continued. “This gig pays real well, and the benefits are better than belly lox on Boxing Day, right? But I’m not lettin’ her majesty get her talons all up into me. Geraldo Bullswaggle the Fifth is work-first!”

      “Geraldo, is it?” Rose asked. “We couldn’t actually read what she wrote in the memos, do you need anything from us?”

      “Nah, nah.” He looked over the notes again. “She knows what I need to see to get you nice folks taken care of, and I’m not about to let two fine upstanding Torontonian citizens down now.”

      “I’m not from To—” Gilabyte started, but Bullswaggle cut him off abruptly.

      “Don’t care!” the hobgoblin half-shouted, then unlatched the gate at the end of the security hallway, giving it a gentle boot. “Here we are.”

      The armory was the personification of orderly chaos. Stacks of crates labelled in strange languages made up piles and small walls here and there, a haystack of assault rifles draped with half a tarp, and dozens of vacuum-sealed pouches of ammo were scattered like dropped popcorn kernels at a media vid showcase. The hobgoblin sashayed deftly through the stacks and piles, coming close to toppling several stacks of…something dangerous…but narrowly avoiding them by twirling on his heels or kicking his hips out to one side at the last moment. Whatever he lacked in social graces, he made up for in agility and muscle memory.

      “Should we just…wait here?” Rose’s voice cracked when she saw a box of universally outlawed chlorate rounds for flechette magazines nearly tip over as he passed by. Those things turned cellulose and animal fats into napalm on contact. Gilabyte know it was a felony to possess them, and a war crime to ever pull the trigger on one.

      “Yeah, yeah,” Geraldo sing-songed from behind a clothes rack in the back, “stay there.”

      “I have a friend back home that would sell his soul to go shopping here,” Gilabyte said quietly, knowing how Black Jacques would drool over the merch. “That is, if he hadn’t already done it for his bioware.”

      “Corp debts?”

      “Worse,” Gilabyte sighed. “Everglades Voodoo Mafia. He’ll be paying those swamp warlocks off until he’s ninety.”

      “Hey!” Geraldo shouted from the back, obviously trying to get Rose’s attention while holding up a gray, form-fitting armored jacket. “You’re what? A twelve? Fourteen?”

      “I’m an eight…standard,” she answered.

      “I’ll grab you a nine,” the hobgoblin laughed, “the kevtech in these things don’t have much give, especially after a liquid lunch. Better have room for a few mimosas than get all bunched up and start leakin’ them out when you get stitched up on the job, eh? Ha!”

      “Just get her what she’s asking for,” Gilabyte scolded the hobgoblin, “I reckon she knows better than you do. Get the fraggin’ jacket and hold the commentary.”

      “If you say so, here you go.” The hobgoblin dropped the jacket in her arms unceremoniously. “You’re welcome. No tips allowed. Management frowns on our contractors playin’ favorites…” he shifted his red-rimmed eyes back and forth mischievously. “But if you had a few grams of nova or a sixer of real brew, I wouldn’t say no or tell nobody.”

      “Sorry.” She shook her head. “I’ve nothing on me at all. But I’ll keep my ears open.”

      “Got better chances with his ears, right?” The hobgoblin snort-laughed loudly, jerking a thumb in Gilabyte’s direction. “But yeah…I feel ya. Everybody’s hurtin’ in the dark these days, yeah.” He hung his head in a strange, unexpected moment of silence for his unfulfilled vices, then turned quickly to the elf. “So…you wanted a Praetor FN P93, huh? Good machine, that one. Very killy in such a small package, and not so reliant on smarty tech and lensgear, either. A good call for doin’ a little manhunting during a citywide darkspot. Good call, good call.”

      “Thanks?” Gilabyte didn’t know how to respond to the street-talk technical lowdown.

      “It’s too bad, though.” Geraldo sucked his lower lip.

      “What?”

      “I’m dry on Praetors.” He lowered and shook his head, like someone mourning a lost loved one.

      “Why didn’t you say that instead of giving us the damn thing’s life story?” Gilabyte huffed, forgetting for a moment that they were getting top shelf gear as a bonus to the gig.

      “Welllll…excuse me for wanting to make you feel a little better about your choice before givin’ you a morsel of not-so-great news.” Geraldo folded his arms and stared hard at the elf. “And before you ask, yes.”

      “Yes…what?”

      “Yes, I have a great stand-in for the FN.” The hobgoblin spun and vanished back in the stacks again. “And I know you’ll be happy with it. Good for thinner elf hands and fingers, it is. Lemme see…”

      Gilabyte shot Rose a can-you-believe-this-guy? look, but remained outwardly patient.

      “Shin Chou Kyogo, model 100.” Geraldo was back, thrusting a sleek black machine pistol into Gilabyte’s hand. “Poster child for Pan-Asian securitech. The Yaks don’t like ’em because they’re too efficient, can’t get their swords out. It’s pretty Triad standard for the last six months or so, and this one came straight from the warehouse in Neo-Tokyo. Never been fired, never been dropped. It’s a virgin.”

      “Nice.” Gilabyte was actually impressed. He could feel the integral Smartgun link asking for juice, but a quick switch toggle and it was silent once more in his palm. “Similar profile to the Praetor?”

      “Better.” Geraldo smiled, making a pistol shape with one of his hands and planting the heel of it in the other hand. “Smaller clip, less stopping power, but much better accuracy at better ranges, and…” He flipped a switch on the underside of the weapon, and a spring-assisted blade—about 10 centimeters long and serrated on half of the bottom edge—snapped out into place. “Perfect for a kung fu killer like yourself, eh?”

      Gilabyte was honestly shocked. He rarely got recognized as a physical fighter, what little of one he actually was in comparison to his fellows, and especially not by a complete stranger who hasn’t seen him so much as throw a block or roll. “How’d you know?”

      “I’ve a nose for it.” The hobgoblin tapped his finger against his nostril. “And the tendons in your wrists are basically instruction manuals to know you are good with your hands, ears. No knuckle scars from punches, but callouses from holds, and your thighs aren’t bulgy forward by lots of strong set, low crouches like one of the jitsus or raised leg like a Thai leg-boxer.”

      “How many mags come with it?” Gilabyte carefully replaced the blade in its module. “And can I get an underarm for it, too?”

      “Management would come down hot on me if I didn’t,” Geraldo started pawing through a shopping trolley of various nylon and pleather accoutrements, eventually surfacing with the requested holster. “Here.” He tossed it over. “Wear it in good health.”

      “Thanks.” Rose started to head back toward the main entrance, jacket over her arm. “We appreciate the help.”

      “One thing, real quick,” Gila asked.

      Geraldo smirked. “Sure thing, chummerinos.”

      “You seem to know the ins and outs of hardware pretty well,” the elf started. “You ever hear of a device that can hold spirits or sprites, or maybe even both at the same time?”

      “Spirit traps, sure. Sprites? Not so much. They’d float out through the 1s and 0s as soon as they realized their coalesced form was stuck. Unless… whoa… that’s brilliant!” He slapped his hands together. “Sick and sadistic, but brilliant.”

      “What is, Geraldo?”

      “Well, if a sprite got trapped in a modified spirit trap and couldn’t get out on a gridline, say…” the hobgoblin paused, waiting for the technomancers to catch up.

      Rose gasped. “Say, like if the whole Matrix was black.”

      “Exactly.” Geraldo moved his fingers in the air like he was doing mathematics. “The struggle would be savage, and it would generate a ton of resonant juice. Even more if you could somehow agitate the sprite further. Why, the right combination of pain and coalescent rage would be downright explosive!”

      “Ever see anything like that?” Gilabyte’s face was flushed, anger brimming below the surface.

      “Seen it? No way.” He shook his greasy head. “I’d remember something so ingeni…nasty. So nasty.”

      “If you do hear anything about this kind of stuff, you take note and let Ms. Harridan know about it, okay?” Gilabyte rested a hand on his shoulder. “It could be really important intel.”

      “Will do.” He nodded.

      “Thanks again.” Rose gestured with the jacket. “But we should get going.”

      “See you again real soon.” The hob slammed the door behind them, latching it loudly from the other side. “Good luck!” they could hear him shout as they walked away.
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      After a quick stop at the all-too-dark restrooms on the second floor to get their new gear on, forcing them to help the other fit the adjustment straps and buckles when they got back out into window-light, they took the stairs down to the first floor. As they stepped out into the lobby, a young dark-haired woman in a slightly-wrinkled tailored navy pantsuit approached them.

      “Mr. Gilabyte? Ms. Rose?” At Gila’s nod, the woman held out a thin black folder that looked like real leather, with a stylized SK embossed on it. “With Ms. Harridan’s compliments.”

      Gila took the folder and opened it. Inside, as promised, was a copy of their contract with the Saeder-Krupp executive. “Um, thanks,” he said, but she was already walking away. Gila slipped the contract out of the folder, folded it up, and tucked it into his pocket, then dropped the folder into a nearby trashcan.

      “Real chummy, these corp types,” Rose said with a shiver. “Let’s get the frag out of here.”

      They left the building and headed back toward High Park. It was a long walk, but Gilabyte felt quite a bit better with their new protective measures.

      “You think this is going to be as easy as Brunwyn thinks it will be?” he asked. “You think we’ll have to pull up sprites or anything? Why else would she specifically need technos like us?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Rose cracked the knuckles on her biological hand nervously. “But I know one thing: I don’t trust that elf-zeck-u-tive and her weird old-world contracts. The money is real good, and I know the Krupp is good for it, but she still gives me chills. Sometimes, the way she looks at you, it’s like she’s…”

      “Hunting.”

      “Yeah.” Rose shivered. “Which is why we’re not going alone. It can come out of my part of the pay, but I’ll feel better having a bigger team to do this thing.”

      “More hands-on duty,” Gilabyte agreed, “good thinkin’.”

      “Actually, I want more eyes on the situation, ears listenin’ to what happens, and mouths to spread word if this is a bad deal.”

      “Even better thinkin’.” Gilabyte knew what she meant…and suddenly he missed his team more than he ever had before.
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        Bay Street Railyard—Two Blocks South of the Dominion Building, aka “The Dom”

        South Core; Toronto

        17th November 2080, 0230 hrs

      

      

      “Alright,” Rose gathered the group together in the dark of the railyard. “One more time.”

      The two technomancers had brought on a few trusted allies, all High Parkers, to make sure their “trial” part of the contract went well. Mister Smaug and Lunatech were here in case extra muscle—Signpost was on patrol duty, sadly—was needed. SINder served as arcane support, backed up by Rose’s own meta-magical abilities and Gilabyte’s raw technomancy. It was a good team, but working with friends always has its ups and downs.

      “Lemme get this straight.” Mr. Smaug flexed his reptilian cyber-arm, a ripple of diagnostic locomotion cascading down from his shoulder to his wrist. “Seems weird, hittin’ a group of squatters causin’ trouble for some megacorp tryin’ to move into an old wreck like the Dom.” His furrowed brow spoke of his confusion, tapping his iron-capped boot noisily against gravel floor of the railyard. Tucking a pinch of powerfully clove-scented chew into his lower lip, he continued talking with a slight dip-lisp. “But we don’t know if they’re hot, itchin’ for a scrap, or the extent of the gear we’ll might be facing? What the hell did you sign us up for again?”

      “Easy in, easy out,” the wiry ork Lunatech said, “That’s what she said.” Her nimble fingers checking and re-checking the status of her equipment as she spoke. “Which is fine by me. I like a good mystery. Knowing everything all the time would be exhausting. I say bring on the challenge.”

      Gilabyte watched as she compensated for all of the aeronautical cyberware overclocking her system, and he almost felt pity for her. When Rose told him about how Horizon had left Luna high, dry, and wound far too tight when their space program collapsed, he couldn’t help but look at the ork like an abandoned experiment. Maybe I can help her with some of the settings, he wondered, when this is done and we get some time.

      “Our employer says this shouldn’t be a big deal.” Rose said as she loaded her revolver with Stik-n-Shok stunner rounds. The speed loader full of armor-piercing rounds tucked into her belt said she wasn’t completely sold on the less-than-lethal option, either. She saw Luna’s empty holster and cocked her head. “Where’s your Colt?”

      “Sparky…uhm, Tyson and I were toyin’ with it last night. Left it on the nightstand in case he needed it. Can’t be too safe in these trying times, y’know?” Lunatech’s smile was warm, wide, and genuine.

      “It is your employer, sœur, not ours,” SINder commented, tapping the tip of a foci cane—a polished length of ebony that ended in a silver pyramid—against the metal rail at his feet. “We don’t know anything about this corporate connection of yours, tu sais? We are just to trust them?”

      “That’s why we’re giving you equal shares of the money, guys,” Gilabyte reminded them, leaning around the corner of the railcar to scan the old yard with his elven acuity. There were a few scattered solar lights still flickering with juice from the daytime, but overall the scene was a sad testament to how little conventional trains were still used anymore. The advent of superconductors and magrail tech created rail graveyards like this all over the world. It was deserted apart from them and the dog-sized rats. “Just be there to watch our backs, and l know we’ll get through this just fine.”

      “Uh-huh, yeah,” Lunatech added with half-a-giggle, juggling a loose bolt she had managed to scrape into a spike-like shiv in the short amount of time they’d been there. “Juuust fine.”

      “What is the game plan, Gila?” Rose looked over to her fellow technomancer.

      “The plan? Oh yeah, the plan.” He grabbed a piece of neon green chalk—they didn’t need to know he’d snatched it from a kid’s porch on the way here—and drew out a rough picture on the wall of the transit car. He chalked out the Dom and the attached storehouse as a big rectangular area butted up against an even bigger 90-degree set of lines, the whole time wishing he could just send an AR diagram to everyone instead. “These lines are the walls of the Dom, and this area is the staging warehouse where these guys have holed up. There aren’t supposed to be much more than ten trespassers inside this place.” He drew a series of Xs within his diagram in various places. “Probably at least two at the doors, one on lookout, and the rest inside doing weird monkeywrencher stuff or getting ready to slash Krupp tires or whatnot.”

      “Hey Sin.” Rose holstered her now-loaded gun and snapped her fingers. “You think you can ghost over there and look around before we head in? It might be nice to grok what they’re swinging around.”

      “So long as everyone agrees not to draw on my face while I’m out and over, d’accord?” The look on his face spoke volumes about previous incidents. He glared at his sister. “Jure sur la tombe de maman?”

      “Yes,” she laughed. “I swear on mom’s grave. No pranks. I promise.”

      “Good,” SINder adjusted the hem of his purple velour waistcoat and settled in on a stack of empty fiber-optic spools, crossing his kilted legs at the knee and using his fancy cane to help prop himself up in a steady fashion. “I’ll be right back. Ne me touche pas, you promised.”

      His eyes slowly closed and all tension in his shoulders slumped and slagged, his body leaning somewhat awkwardly forward as his spiritual self soared out on the astral plane. Good idea, Gila thought, because if they have mages—that means possible spirit troubles. Especially with the blackout making things here so ripe for magic to take charge, who knew what their little team was about to stroll into?

      “All right, Southie,” Mr. Smaug grunted at Gilabyte, “what happens if things get wet in there? What’s the protocols and priorities?”

      “Roll in a few Willie Petes, rig ’em for maximum scatter, and plug the ones that survive the blast,” Lunatech said, making an explosion sound with her mouth and sign with her hands. “The ones who’ll still be on fire will be the easiest to pick out in the dark, too. Win-win.”

      “White phosphorous? Are you kidding?” Her flat shrug told him everything he needed to know. “No explosives. No way.” Gilabyte treated her statement—which he hoped was a little hyperbolic—as truth. “This place is attached to the backlot of the Dominion Building.” He immediately thought of the masses of folks he’d seen huddled together in places like this for safety. How many low-class coffin-squatters might be calling that big building home? “We don’t want to risk the place going up by accident. If time hasn’t gummed ’em up, the blackout probably has the fire suppression systems offline, and I don’t know if ’Sink and I have enough juice in us to get it going. Definitely not for long enough to fight white phos fires.”

      “It was just an idea,” Lunatech grumbled.

      “And a good one, if this was a normal run.” Mr. Smaug grasped her wrist with his combat arm, the hydraulic talon-tipped fingers closing gently enough not to mark her skin in the slightest. “But it isn’t. This is their show, and we have to play by their rules if we want to get paid, all right? They don’t want fireworks, we don’t use fireworks.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she agreed, her posture straightening and the smile returning to her face. “No incends, just noggin’ knockers and bleeders. Got it.”

      “I mean,” Gilabyte added, “hopefully it will be just a bit of hot conversation, and we’ll get these guys out and make them someone else’s problem. But yeah, try to keep the collateral damage to a minimum.”

      “What do you care?” Rose’s tone turned playfully sarcastic. “You’re leaving.”

      “That’s right.” Gilabyte smiled. “But whether it’s a team I’m on once or all primed out with, I’m not going to leave them—you—in badge soup worse than before I got involved. It ain’t right. Mami taught her boy better than that.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Mr. Smaug spat a gob of chew onto the gravel with a foul splut. The strong herbal smell filled the air. “Because my gut says this isn’t going to be as easy as your Suit claims it will. It never is.”

      “Either it is or it isn’t,” Rose said flatly, “and we’re ready for both.”

      “Merde sacrée!” SINder jolted upright, causing everyone in the railcar to jump a few centimeters—all except Lunatech, who was far too busy rearranging her explosives bandolier to even look up. “I’ve got good news and bad news, mes amis.”

      “Bad news first.” Gilabyte whistled. “I’m a ‘rip off the bandage right away’ kind of guy.”

      SINder cleared his throat and adjusted his posture. “There’s one shy of a dozen  angry targets over there, and they are not going away without a fight. They are, how would you put it in one of your Wild West films, ready to go heels, cowboy?”

      “Drek.” Gilabyte was hoping for an easy gig. He blew out an exasperated sigh, trying to ignore both Mr. Smaug’s I-told-you-so smirk and Luna’s can-I-blow-them-up-now? grin. “All right Sin, what’s the good news?”

      “The good news is…” He shrugged and smiled. “…I’m still a très bien liar, and should hit New Vegas as soon as I can, oui?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “There is no good news.” Rose exhaled, slapping her brother on the shoulder. “And we’re in for a fight after all.”
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      Even after hearing this was probably going to get bloody, the team still moved into position perfectly. For Gilabyte, it felt good to get the drop on these guys, like a proper shadowrunning team, on a proper contract, for a properly shady employer, with simple yes/no results at stake. It was only a matter of cause and effect to see if it would end like it should.

      Timed to go off at three a.m. to help make sure there’d be no bystanders, everything would start when the truck-sized garage door on the building’s lot-facing wall opened up—hopefully confusing the squatters. Rose and Gilabyte would bind their resonance together to power up and trigger the mechanism to make sure neither of them would be weakened by the maneuver.

      Mr. Smaug took point. Between his cyber enhancements and the hand cannon on his hip, Gilabyte was confident they had nothing that would stop the dwarf up. The way Rose talked up his past endeavors, Gilabyte had no reason to doubt his skills.

      Rose took the right flank. There was enough cover and darkness on the edge of the parking lot to get her in real close where her revolver would be able to sing if needs be, and she’d have good coverage of more than half of the warehouse’s main floor.

      Lunatech was right-flank backup…but that was primarily to make sure she didn’t ‘conveniently forget’ about the rules of this engagement and set the whole place on fire. Gilabyte was worried it might have been a mistake to bring her, but Rose swore by her cool under fire and testified to her abilities to deal with troubles fast—so she had brought Luna as backup.

      Gilabyte and SINder would take the left flank. The mage spoke very highly about his offensive capabilities, and Gilabyte was sure the Model 100 in his hand would do just fine in the early stages of the firefight. If things gathered up into a melee hairball, he knew he could handle himself. The way SINder flourished that cane of his, Gilabyte believed it was more than just a simple foci stick. Non-shamanic magic could be kind of tricky, but SINder seemed to know what he was doing.

      Gila and Rose melded their resonances together again, becoming one force. Technomancers didn’t do this often for fear of mingling too much and getting too used to the feeling of added power. With the cold of the grid surrounding them always, they quickly became all too familiar to how their forces felt. Pushing in unison on the ratchets that raised the garage door, the scalloped metal sheet rang out noisily, rolling up into the top of the storehouse wall.

      Everyone got a good look at the opposition as they mulled about inside the storehouse. It was really just one big room scattered with stacks of boxes and crates, a few stand up toolboxes, and two balconies—one on either short wall—where inspectors could oversee work being done. The trespassers were scattered amongst it all, a dozen or more sleeping cots, nylatek bedrolls, and piles of empty food containers completing the huge room’s “low tech camping” motif.

      Some dwarves, a few orks, one troll, and a trio of humans—eleven in all—made up the trespassers. For a bunch of squatters, thought Gilabyte, they sure have a lot of money invested in new-age versions of old-age armaments. Hydro-weighted axes, quicksilver-bladed swords, Teflon-coated chainmail, compressed-air-assisted crossbows, and multi-ratcheted compound bows were everywhere; the only semi-conventional weapon to be found was an enormous, breech-loading .75 caliber elephant gun.

      Anachronistic strangeness aside, there was something else that made Gilabyte wonder exactly what Brunwyn was getting them into: The heraldry. There were insignias of roughly the same image—an armored man fighting against a rearing serpent-dragon thing—stitched, drawn, painted, or etched on nearly everything the squatters carried. It was like they were some kind of throwback or mythological reenactment club with enough money to update their gear from stoic to deadly.

      The symbol didn’t mean anything to Gilabyte, and with the grid down, he couldn’t ask anyone but SINder—who was just far enough away that it would probably blow the secrecy of their approach, so he didn’t.

      I guess it doesn’t matter what badge they wear, Gilabyte thought as he flicked the safety off his SMG. We can figure it out after this goes down. Stay focused.

      “Time to go, meatjacks!” Mr. Smaug bellowed, “Pack up, get out, no troubles!” With chemically and cybernetically enhanced muscles, the dwarf leapt over the front half of a loading lift and landed in a three-point stance that drove his metallic arm a centimeter into the poured concrete flooring. His gun was already up, hammer back, and levelled at the troll guard. “You guys can get your stuff and go.” Mr. Smaug flexed his cyber-draconic arm and flashed the claws. “Or we can tag and bag you all up afterwards. Your call.”

      Now that is confidence, Gilabyte thought. He and Jacques would get along great.

      “Yeah, don’t braincase this one, guys,” Rose shouted from her and Lunatech’s encroaching positions. Luna only had laughter to add from the darkness, but it was surely enough to scare away any vagrants that might have been lurking around, as it sent a chill down Gilabyte’s spine. “You can’t stand in the way of the big guys, chums! We don’t want to feed the DocWagon anymore than you do.”

      “Last chance!” Gilabyte yelled, taking aim at an elf nocking an arrow. Stereotype much? He mentally groaned. “Better to let us watch ya leave than the DomSec thugs round you up, I reckon.”

      “You can’t rattle the Order of Saint George that easily!” one of the orks roared back, adjusting the shirt of chainmail over his leathery head before hefting a heavy axe. “Servants of the wyrm are as vile as the scaly beast itself! The Krupp lizards can send as many of your kind as they want—we will not rest until the beast is uprooted and a skull adorns our wall!”

      What kind of pre-Awakening fantasy weirdness is this?

      The rest of the “squatters” scattered inside the storehouse let out a rousing war cry and a volley of arrows and crossbow bolts burst forth from half a dozen directions inside. None hit anything but cover, but one whistled a few centimeters from Smaug’s left ear.

      Oh drek.

      “Toe tags and street squeegees it is!” Mr. Smaug bellowed, letting a double tap burst from his Predator VI that blossomed two crimson flowers on the troll. The first was barely a dent in his chest, but the second was in that perfect place above where a troll’s collarbones grow into a hinged mantle—a small pocket of softer flesh that pushes back all the way to the esophagus. The huge meta-monster dropped the sword he had just picked up, collapsed to his knees, and clutched at his free-flowing throat.

      “Cash it in, you nutjobs!” Rose squeezed off a few stunner rounds, coursing a few thousand volts through one of the plated dwarves. “Nobody has to die!”

      “Allllpphhaaa ssttrrriikee!” Lunatech’s war cry echoed between the gunfire and straight into to Gilabyte’s heart. Fearing she was about to start opening up columns of white phosphorous and benzoyl peroxide from her bandolier, he watched the ork hurdle right over Rose’s head, her ballistic vest flopping open in the breeze to reveal a second bandolier—one filled with sharpened metal spikes of varying lengths.

      Damn, she’s fast! Gilabyte could feel the waves of her cyberware’s predictive and augmentative algorithms pulsing across her body without even trying. That’s insane.

      Before she hit the ground running, two of those spikes were in her hands and, without using anything but the balls of her feet and her clenched knuckles, she parkoured her way up the side of the warehouse entrance and onto the overlook balcony. The human woman standing on it was shocked, but her eyes only bulged a few millimeters before Luna drove a shiv into them—and through the woman’s temple. Luna’s other hand jackhammered into the Saint George follower’s ribcage, streams of gore splashing the railing and raining down on two of her horrified comrades.

      “Frag me sideways…” Gilabyte gasped.

      “At least she is not blowing up the place, mon ami,” said SINder. “But we’d better do this avec hâte, very quickly, no? Otherwise there will not be anyone left for a peaceful surrender.” The mage’s fingers danced in the air, glittering motes of aetheric energy gathering like fireflies that vanished into his fist. He leaned carefully out around the edge of the concrete base of a streetlamp. Holding his cane up to his cheek as if it were a rifle, he drummed his fingers to release the gathered energy. A streak of sky-blue fire erupted against the far wall of the warehouse, narrowly missing one of Saint George’s dwarves.

      The wall flared up, a magical blue that quickly flickered into a natural orange as the plaster caught fire, and Gilabyte suddenly realized perhaps he had been worried about the wrong pyromaniac High Parker.

      Fueled with the quite literal heat of the moment and the potential guilt of burning down a skyscraper scattered with cold, frightened Torontonians, Gilabyte instinctively called up his go-to button pusher, the pudgy furball sprite he called Piggyback.

      The chartreuse technomagical spirit blasted toward the ceiling above the growing fire, grabbed hold of the tiny little pressure valves holding back thousands of foot-pounds of flame-retardant foam—and twisted them open with a tiny spark of its own energy. Gouts of expanding pink fluff covered and smothered the flames, and Piggyback let out a victorious little squeal into the darkness of the grid.

      Watch for more spark ups, Piggyback! You’re on fire duty. With his safety sprite stretching its metaphorical and nonexistent legs—Gilabyte fought to keep his attention off the sky and the dark thing his sprite could attract. If he was going to play mission leader, he had to keep his attention to his team.

      “Dammit, SINder!” Gilabyte shouted over a crossbow bolt burying itself in the polycarbonate store-all he was hunkered down behind. “Keep those sparks in fraggin’ check, chum!”

      A heavily armored ork hefted a labrys axe over his head, poised to drop it with bisecting force, and charged directly at Gilabyte.

      “Mon erreur,” the wildly dressed mage responded patronizingly, a lash of electricity flared from his half-gloved hand and down the cane like a coachman’s whip. Lancets of blue lightning stabbed right through the ork’s simple armor plates and into his flesh within, rolling through his nervous system like a dozen runaway trains. “But I thought this was a firefight, monsieur le chef!”

      “It is,” Rose said, narrowly avoiding a volley of arrows from a pair of their adversaries from above on a covered walkway, “but we’re also trying not to bring down the whole place around our ears!”

      “It’s under control,” Gilabyte grunted, taking aim at the archers on the balcony and squeezing off three bursts, hitting one and making the others duck for cover. “Let’s try to make this tight and prime, yeah? Maybe a little?”

      SINder wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his sleeve. Magic, true magic, was taxing on the body of the user, and from the paleness of SINder’s cheeks and him trying to catch his breath, he was feeling that cost. Even with his foci cane. “I may’ve gotten ahead of myself.”

      “Maybe.” An arrow sailed a few centimeters above Gilabyte’s right ear tip, pulling him back deeper into cover. “But let’s not take it easy, either. We’re still outnumbered!”

      “In the name of all that is good in this new world!” one of Saint George’s human warriors shouted, almost in a cadence of prayer, and pointed a thin-bladed sword at Mr. Smaug. “You come here to do the serpent’s work, a crime against us common men as it is, but you dare do so using the beast’s literal, despicable claws?”

      “What?” Mr. Smaug dwarf swept his draconic arm low, sparking up four ragged lines of asphalt in front of his feet before making a profane gesture in response. “This old thing? How’s about we get you guys acquainted!”

      “Watch out, Smaugie!” Lunatech, now splattered with gore all up and down her left side like modern art, was poised on the balcony railing like a gargoyle overlooking the main floor. She twisted around a speeding crossbow bolt as she brachiated like a jungle beast on the piping stretched across the main room’s vaulted ceiling.

      “This one’s mine!” She dropped onto a member of the Order moving in to double-team Smaug, knocking them both to the ground and the sword from his hand.

      “No! Luna!” Mr. Smaug pointed his claw at one of the George’s orks, axe in hand, charging toward her. Trying to maintain tactical sense of it all, Gilabyte watched his thick dwarven legs pushed him into the warehouse, his claws just a meter or so away from being able to deflect the impending strike—but a sudden and crushing vice grip around his ankle jerked him to a halt, and then crashing to the floor. “Wha?”

      It seemed Smaug’s enormous pistol hadn’t been enough to take down the pumped-up war-troll, even as thick, bionics-enhanced clotting blood still oozed from the troll’s punctured throat.

      “Gods of man be praised!” the charging ork bellowed, swinging the monomolecular-edged axe with all of the impetus of a lumberjack. His weapon cleaved down through the arching part of Luna’s back.

      No! Gilabyte’s stomach clenched and his own back seized with a punch of empathic pain. Dammit!

      Sparks from her overclocked nervous system smoked through a fountain of two-cycle adrenaline-filled blood.

      She’s more metal than meat inside. She’s too tough for that to be it, right? Come on, Luna, you’re good…

      Luna did still had a few sparks of life left surging around inside of her. With those last pulses of life, even as she bled out onto the swordsman beneath her, she drove 15 centimeters of sharpened steel into his chest and scrambled to get her other arm into her vest.

      “T-t-to the mooooon, ch-chummers!” Her twitching fingers found the activators on two of her grenades. There was a whu-whump from under her and a wave of concussive force—sending parts of both orks and the trapped man beneath scattering in all directions. A firework flower of blood, flesh, and bone.

      “Frag!” Gilabyte shouted, sending a few rounds into the side of the troll still holding the dwarf’s ankle. “Luna’s down!” Such a display of carnage was enough to shake even the most prime of shadowrunners, but there was a tiny voice inside he could not silence. Even so close to death, Luna didn’t burn the place down. Good. The heat was enough to warrant some of Piggyback’s attention—and a new spurt of pink foam unceremoniously covered the black and crimson ring-smear on the floor.

      Still no sign of the darkness thing overhead. He counted his blessings, but remained pragmatic. But I’m not feeling anything on these guys that link them to the Grid Pirates at all—in fact, they’re almost devoid of cyberware and offline electronics altogether!

      “Damn you! Fraggin’ bakebrain Twinkie cult scum!” Mr. Smaug—now speckled with bits of the enemy and his good friend—roared like a lion. “I’ll kill you all!” His pistol had bounced from his grip when he fell and the troll’s fingers were like iron rings around his ankle. He twisted around and grabbed the front of the troll’s skull. He wrapped his metallic claws around furrowed brow, getting a solid grip using two uneven bony horn growths. With a twist and the clenching of his draconic fist, the whole front half of the troll’s head split and came off like a pistachio shell.

      One of Saint George’s finest sank an arrow into Rose’s chest, forcing her to stumble and misstep her way into cover. The impact sent a ripple through her resonance into the aether, and Gila could feel a twinge of the impact. It seemed the longer they shared the same space on the blacked out Matrix, maybe their resonant selves were falling into some kind of sync, too?

      “No!” Gilabyte yelled, unleashing a hail of bullets toward her attacker and scoring barely a flesh wound. He was too distracted with the possible loss of another friend so soon. Not again, not again, not again…

      The impact had brought Rose to her knees, but she reached up and knocked the shaft aside, the plating of her Krupp-provided jacket keeping the point from actually biting flesh.

      Thank you, Armadillo. He wasn’t a deep believer, but he had to thank something that she was okay.

      “I’m coming Lynne!” SINder shouted, coiled to run to her, but Gilabyte grabbed his arm.

      “She’s fine, Sin,” he reassured. “Not even a flesh wound. She’s good. Keep it frosty.” He took a second to take a quick sitrep of the scene. “Let’s get in there and cover Smaug’s six.”

      SINder craned his neck to see his sister better, but Gilabyte tapped SINder’s cane with the handle of his sidearm. “Èloigne tes couilles des alligators!” He hadn’t learned much Creole from Jacques, but a profane colloquialism about pulling your genitals away from gators—that, he’d never forget.

      It was the perfect mix of bastardized French and illogical nonsense to grab the mage’s attention. “What?” SINder let out the kind of snorting laugh Gilabyte bet he would later deny even making.

      “There’s only a handful hostiles left,” Gilabyte said, throwing his last few rounds into the nearest Saint George member. The ringing echo of them striking metal meant he hit his target, but also that it was too armored to care. Even low-tech alloy plating can spoil a light caliber pistol or subgun’s potential. “But we need to help Smaug out there. Even that tank can’t hang five-to-one for long.”

      As if to illustrate his words, a crossbow bolt bit deep into Mr. Smaug’s hip, pulling a short grunt of pain from the dwarf as he wrenched his leg free from the troll’s slackened grip.

      “Troggin’ anchor, get your mitt off’a me!” His metal claws snapped off the fiberglass bolt sticking out of his upper thigh. He rolled over to his pistol, gathered it up, and let out a burst. One of the Saint George archers on the upper walkway spun around like a carnival target, and spraying red in all directions.

      “How about four-to-one, mon amie?” SINder smirked. The mage yanked a triangular neon green slap-patch from his jacket pocket, tore the safety-film off the back with his teeth, and pulled up his shirt to reveal a multitude of slap-patch abrasions, bruises, and even a few scars. “So we have to move, no?” He slapped the chemical-soaked sticker to his abs, and his pupils spiraled open with the rush. Half a hastened heartbeat later, he was on his feet and sliding across the roof of a parked car toward the fray.

      “Yeah.” Gilabyte slapped in a fresh magazine and checked the ammo counter on his Model 100. “Right behind you, chum. Let’s wrap this up and check on your sis.”

      SINder swung his cane around his head like a lasso. A lash of light and heat grew from the silver-capped tip with each swooshing orbit. With a howl of chemically-enhanced delight, he flicked the cane forward. The energy lash crackled out at the nearest crossbowman—a human who was trying to dive to cover. The mana whip shot out into the man. Shrieking loudly as his nervous system overloaded, his momentum carried him headfirst into a stack of storage bins and unconsciousness.

      “Yeah, mon frère!” Rose shouted. Her gun barked to life, pushing the remaining Saint Georges on her flank toward the center of the main floor.

      The team collectively had managed to corral the Georges into one area of the storehouse, putting them all on the defensive. Even the couple of archers still sending shafts toward them were within the cornered section—albeit on the catwalk balcony.

      Time to end it. Gilabyte leaped out of his cover and joined SINder’s advance toward the last few Saint George gangers. His Model 100 burped out streams of rounds, forcing the gangers’ heads down while his team advanced.

      One burst caught a ganger’s shoulder. Her plastic-layered plate armor took the brunt of the attack, but a sharp yelp and a trickle of red showed it wasn’t in vain.

      “Why do you forsake your mortal brothers and sisters?” A heavily armored swordsdwarf charged out to meet them, clashing his blade against SINder’s cane, a shower of dazzling sparks cascading away from the impact. “Did you not learn from Dunkhelzahn’s fall? Dragons don’t care about anything but money and ash. These things are nothing but greed and death.”

      Mr. Smaug rammed his metal shoulder into a crossbowman, knocking him up and over a low toolbox, leaving his victim prone for his hand cannon’s double-tap to mix his lungs with the asphalt below. “They’re just like every other corporate wagemaster, just scaly.”

      “No!” Another Georgite surged out of cover, axe in hand. “You just can’t see past the lies, can you? The beast’s claws are already pulling your strings. Why do you think the lights went out?”

      Gilabyte fired, and his lighter-caliber rounds dented the ganger’s thick breastplate, but did little else. Should have asked for AP rounds since I couldn’t get the Praetor…

      “When the streets are full of the cold, tired, and starving,” said the ganger, “then you will see why the dragon descends upon our city. You should be fighting with us, not against us!”

      “I didn’t want to fight at all, drekhead!” Gilabyte shouted, relaxing his trigger finger momentarily. “Just go! Scram! Bounce the hell outta here!”

      “We know what the dragon is doing, ’runner scum,” growled the dwarf dueling SINder, “and there are good people, real people who live here. Someone has to protect them from these monsters.”

      “We didn’t want this to go down this way!” The George’s words brewed some doubt inside Gilabyte’s mind. Who are we actually fighting here, and why?

      “What are you babbling about?” Rose roared over the sound of her weapon, felling SINder’s opponent with a line of hits stitching up the dwarf’s side and speckling her brother with blood. “The Dom has a bunch of its floors all corped-up already.” She turned to Gilabyte and SINder. “What does it matter who they’re paying rent to?”

      “You invite the wolf to lay with the lambs!” one of the archers shouted, loosing a near-miss that sang past Rose and buried itself in a now-leaking cooking oil drum. “First it is us, the last of the real dragonslayers. Next…next it will be everyone else in their way to take over. Monsters thrive when darkness snuffs out the light!”

      “Whoa…mon dieu…” SINder was taking aim at the Georgite, but his cane drooped at the last moment, the mage taking two steps back and shaking his head rapidly from side to side.

      He’s gassing out. Too much drain, too many chems. Between all the spell-slinging and the potential stim patch addiction, Gilabyte was genuinely worried about his new, daresay, friend. “Sin? You frosty, chum?” He was so focused on SINder, Gilabyte almost forgot to watch for the Saint George zealot now charging his way.

      “Watch out Gila!” Mr. Smaug shouted. The warning was enough to push Gilabyte back a step, forcing the shining wedge of the ax’s head to catch air where there was elf a moment before.

      It was also an opening for Smaug. His draconic arm thrust out. Claws folded in to make a fist, the metallic limb caught the axe man solidly in the chest. The hydraulic-powered Heimlich maneuver caused a spurt of blood to cough up and out of his mouth, the ax falling from his fingers.

      “Rose!” Gilabyte yelled across the room, “Sin’s losing it!”

      “What?” She slapped a new magazine into her weapon. “What happened?”

      “I have no idea! He just kinda tweaked on us.” Gilabyte’s shots kept the last crossbowman from taking decent aim, and a shot went wide of SINder by less than a meter.

      “I-I’m okay.” SINder shook off the fugue, sweat and tears streaming down his cheeks. “But I saw, mes amies, I saw the corruption in the aethersphere!” He picked up his cane and huddled down next to the burbling oil drum. “It looked right at me—and all my magic shriveled up.”

      “What’d he say?” Mr. Smaug began to stomp up the framework stairs toward the last two of Saint George’s fighters—a pair of archers, a young man and a middle-aged woman—who scowled in contempt at him. “Take care of him, Dallas,” he said. “I’ve got this.”

      Gilabyte remembered that hollow darkness feeling from back at Neverland, what Rose said about the blackout and sprites, and immediately shifted his attention to Piggyback.

      The little fuzzy monster was still hanging near the fire alarm system, but it was definitely looking out across the aetherscape with fear and trepidation in its normally wide, happy eyes. It was a similar look he just saw on SINder’s face.

      All done for now, Gilabyte thought to Piggyback, you did real good, I reckon.

      “Be careful!” Piggyback squealed in delight before unfolding from around a knot of blank grid and diving back into Gilabyte’s resonance. His whole body shivered with the chill of the reconnection, showing just how much of itself had been leeched away on the dormant extinguisher systems.

      Gilabyte turned back to SINder. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Oui.” SINder nodded. “Let’s just wrap this up so we can grab some drek streetbrew, yes?”

      “Smaugie’s already on it.” Rose pointed up to the balcony.

      “NOOO!” One of them shouted as Mr. Smaug’s cyber-punch pushed her backward over the railing to landing with a sickening crunch. Swatting away the short sword in the other ganger’s hand, Mr. Smaug brought the butt of his pistol down hard on the bridge of the man’s nose. Blood immediately blasted downward, followed by the man’s ability to stay standing.

      “See you in hell!” he spat teeth, clots, and mucous spraying from his ruined face.

      “When you get there,” Mr. Smaug growled, pressing the barrel of his gun to the man’s forehead, “you tell Luna we miss her already.”

      Blam!

      Gilabyte thought it fitting that the dwarf named after one of the most famous literary dragons, whose arm was styled after a dragon’s, was the one to finish things against the Order of Saint George. He took a moment to appraise the situation. For a trial against Brunwyn’s enemies, this was a meat grinder of a mission.

      And it had nothing to do with the blackout at all, he mentally growled, just the execution of a bunch of low tech culties who hate Lofwyr, the dragon in charge of her company.

      “Do a quick sweep of the whole storehouse,” he ordered, staying focused on getting through this. The mission might have been sold to them as a milk run when it was a butcher’s bill come due, but he was a damn professional and he wasn’t about to lose it over these gangers. We gave them a chance to leave, he reassured himself, they shot first. “We have to make sure this place is completely free of trespassers, as per our employer’s requirements.” A foam-smeared tapestry was on the ground at his feet, knocked down by the firefight. Smoothing it out with the toe of his boot, he saw an idyllic image of an armored knight cutting the head from a dragon, and beneath it read Ad Dracones; Semper Mors.

      Brunwyn knew they were always going to fight, he thought. This was a test, but I’m not sure it was of our skills.

      The warehouse main docking area was a nightmare of scorch marks, bullet holes, leaking storage drums, and smears of pink foam and blood everywhere—but there was no sign of living trespassers anymore. Only dead ones.

      “Let’s get out of here and take a look at that,” Rose said, pointing to the steady trickle of blood from Mr. Smaug’s hip.

      “And get a drink,” the dwarf added.

      “Hear, hear,” SINder said, his pupils still wide from the patch chemicals and adrenaline. “Sounds parfait.”

      “Lead on.” Gilabyte holstered his pistol and clamped his hand down on Mr. Smaug’s metallic shoulder. “I’m buyin’.”
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      “Dammit, Sin!” Mr. Smaug grimaced under the medical attention the mage was trying to give him. “Why don’t you just magic up some stitches and we can finish this gourmet meal?”

      They had broken into the Honey Stacks diner a half hour’s jog (as best as the wounded dwarf could) away from the Dom storehouse. They’d scavenged up half a table’s worth of packaged foods and some preserved stuff Rose brought in her personal satchel. It wasn’t Thanksgiving, but it was a welcome nightcap after the ugly firefight.

      “I already told you, grand garçon.” SINder pressed the salad tongs he found in the kitchen a little deeper in the wound, gripping the broken end of the shaft still embedded in the dwarf’s hip. “If I go an’ seal you up avec magie, what you left inside when you broke it off will fester and it’ll be ten times worse.” There was another click from the tongs slipping off the blood-slick fiberglass.

      “Unh!” Mr. Smaug squirmed beneath SINder’s slip, immediately tilting back the cooking sherry bottle to his lips. “Then quit fraggin’ around and get at it! Drek!”

      “How can you drink that stuff?” Rose made a disgusted face as she took a huge bite from a Cacao-Lot bar.

      “You got anything stronger on hand?” Mr. Smaug’s eyes narrowed, and Rose’s silence was response enough. “Didn’t think so. So this—” another deep pull off the bottle, “—ugh…will have to do.” Another click from under the table. “In fact, everybody grab a glass.”

      Having a rough idea where this was headed, Gilabyte jumped out of the booth and grabbed some plastic cups from the diner’s long counter and sat them in a small cluster on the table. Mr. Smaug filled all four cups to roughly equal levels, leaving the dregs of liquor at the bottom of the bottle.

      Picking up one of the cups, he raised it up and waited for everyone else to do the same. “For Luna. We wouldn’t have made it through tonight without you.”

      “To Luna,” the others said. Everyone drank, and Smaug poured out the last of the bottle on the floor.

      SINder recoiled from the taste. “Oh, Luna, mon cher, you know we loved you…to suffer such an assault upon the pallet.”

      Everyone had a good laugh at that. It wasn’t the most grandiose wake or eulogy, but even Gilabyte—who had only known her for a couple days—knew she would’ve probably loved it. Hopefully, whatever afterlife over-wired, washed-out astronautical orks went to allowed her to look down at this display and enjoy it.

      “We should’ve let her phos-grenade the lot of them,” Smaug grunted. He was looking straight at Gilabyte, a cocktail of pain and loss glassing over his eyes. “At least then we wouldn’t have even tried talking to those culty whack jobs. Your boss gave you drek intel, you ate it up like you were starving, and we followed your call, and it got our girl killed.”

      “I’m sorry.” Gilabyte fingered his necklace incessantly, and just realized he hadn’t really stopped doing so since the fight. “The mission brief was—”

      “It was connerie,” SINder’s French didn’t mask the profanity’s sting.

      “It’s not Gila’s fault. I was there, too.” Rose sighed. “Between it being a megacorp gig, the number on the payout, and some of the stuff promised on the side…”

      “I should’ve made her be more clear.” Gilabyte sniffled slightly. “That’s on me. But I promise. I promise. I won’t let your loss go unnoticed. I don’t know how just yet, but I’ll find a way to make it up to all of you.”

      Brunwyn and Krupp, the elf turned his thoughts inward, they’re going to fix this somehow.

      “Yow!” Smaug slammed his cyber arm down on the neighboring table. It snapped the faux-mica top off the end, and pulled everyone’s attention to the ad hoc surgery taking place.

      “Voila!” SINder lifted the bloody tongs out from under the table, and gripped in them was about four inches of fiberglass shaft. “Just needed a little focus.”

      “Now stitch it up,” the dwarf growled, throwing the empty bottle against the wall. “I don’t grok bleedin’ out in a Honey’s, thank you very much.”

      “Hold still.” SINder clasped a hand to either side of Smaug’s hip, pressing hard like he wanted his palms to meet inside his guts. SINder took three short inhales, and with each one, tiny wisps of light and energy sucked into his mouth. Then he exhaled slowly, and all of the light he took in began to illuminate his fingertips. Mr. Smaug’s hip began to glow, like looking through one’s hand into a bright flashlight. In seconds, the glow stopped. SINder grabbed a fistful of napkins and wiped the blood away, revealing a patch of undamaged flesh a full two shades lighter than that around it. “Good as new, mon amie.” He continued to clean off his hands, creating a pile of gory paper products at his feet.

      “You’d better hope the lights come on soon,” Rose laughed, peeking down at her brother’s work, “because you have a real weird tan line down there.”

      “Nah,” Mr. Smaug grunted, pulling up the layers of his armored pants and clasping them again. “More like you all want the lights back…because I’m fine with a little open-air tannin’ in the park.”

      Again, everyone laughed. It felt good after a messy combat situation like what they had just been through. Serotonin, with its begrudging ally alcohol, battled the leftover adrenaline and endorphins while Gilabyte decompressed. There was a lot of idle chit chat, more than a few long silences, and one badly sung, off-tone bar song that lasted almost thirty seconds before everyone was mumbling because no one knew the words beyond the first chorus.

      “What now?” Rose finally asked.

      “We go back to Brunwyn, get paid, then you and I have the contract gig to do, I suppose.” Gilabyte shrugged. “Then I reckon I’ll be headed back home shortly thereafter.”

      “What about what those George guys said?” There was as much worry in Rose’s tone as curiosity. “You think there’s anything to it? That Krupp is using us to feed Toronto to Lofwyr?”

      “They didn’t say that exactly,” Gilabyte shook his head. “But they did imply we were helping the dragon take over, so…maybe you’re right.”

      “Qui?” SINder asked, his right eyebrow raised comically high on his forehead.

      “Lofwyr.” Mr. Smaug flexed the claws of his cybernetic hand either subconsciously or to accentuate the topic. “The dragon on the Saeder-Krupp board of big wigs. Nasty piece of work, but rarely seen outside of Berlin ever since ’57…Dunkie’s assassination.”

      “I don’t know anything about any Order of Saint George,” Gilabyte said. “They aren’t any kind of ganger from my stretch of the CAS, that’s for sure. It must be an up-north thing.” He frowned. “Right about now I’d be fishing through the Matrix for more intel, see if they’re the straightjackets I think they are, or if we should really be treadin’ carefully for a bit since we just bagged like a dozen of them and salsa-d one to the point Ares’ sniffers aren’t even going to place ’em.”

      “I’ve not downloaded anything on them in the past, either.” Rose shrugged. “But between the look in their eyes, and the meeting with Brunwyn with that old devil’s pact style of contract, I can’t shake the feeling that those loonies might actually be on to something.”

      “Devil’s pact?” SINder made a hasty and sloppy sign of the cross in front of himself. “What did you sign, petite soeur?”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Gilabyte waved his hand. “I signed it too, and it goes both ways. If Krupp screws us over, we can take news of this thing far and wide.”

      “If the ad sheets ever come back online, that is,” said Mr. Smaug.

      “There is no way this is worldwide, Smaugie.” Rose shook her head. “I’m sure someone on the Council gummed it up with the wrong corporation, or the Black Lodge, or something.”

      “My nuyen is on the bête noire,” SINder said. “Or whatever wretched cult summoned it up. I don’t know what it is or where it came from, but I felt the raw corruption coming off that thing, and I know it’s bad for everyone that it’s here.”

      “I agree,” Gilabyte nodded. “Anytime I open too much to the other side, I feel the hunger for my energies coming off that device.”

      “You saw it, too?” SINder seemed legitimately surprised, as if perhaps he thought it was a strictly arcane presence. “Then you know what I mean. I bet it’s to blame.”

      “Even so.” Rose refocused them. “I’m not too keen on the idea that we just handed over the old Dom wholesale to Saeder-Krupp. Especially during the blackout, when no one else can really stand or work against them.”

      “Watch it, chummer.” Mr. Smaug laughed. “People don’t hire shadowrunners for their moral centers. They hire us because we get the jobs—any job—done and done right. If this pays as well as you claimed, just take the ’yen and make some upgrades.” He dragged his claws against one another like snapping his cyber-fingers. “Then if your heart is still so heavy, shop around for a gig that might knock the Krupp down a peg or three. After the paycheck clears, of course!”

      “Just be sure to wait until I’m safely back home before you start monkeywrenchin’ my ride, okay?” Gilabyte smiled as he said it, but he was deadly serious. If his new friends were planning on working against Saeder-Krupp in the near future, he wanted to be nowhere near it. Sure, he didn’t like the idea of the megacorp putting the screws to regfolk like living in that old tower, but he liked the idea of making an enemy out of Brunwyn even less.

      “Speaking of.” Rose patted him on the forearm. “We should start heading back to the Park, get some rest, and go check in with the fraulein tomorrow.”

      “You want us to come with to see Missus Krupp?” Mr. Smaug tapped the butt of his sidearm. “Just in case?”

      “I really don’t reckon that’ll be necessary.” Gilabyte pushed his hair behind his pointed ears. “But thanks for offerin’, chum.”

      “Let’s get going, then,” said Rose. “It’ll be light out soon, and I’d rather not risk the streets seeing we were involved…just in case.”

      “Good call.” Maybe it was a side effect of them working together on the darkened grid, but Gilabyte could somehow feel her honest trepidation through their resonances. “Keepin’ things hush is always a good idea.”

      “Especially if you ever want anyone who knows the people we’re about to make homeless to talk to you again,” Rose muttered.

      “Drop it, sis,” SINder scolded. “We did a job. We’ll get paid. Everything else is fodder for the bottom of the next bottle, non?”

      “I hope you’re right, big brother.”

      Me too. Gilabyte’s hand returned to his armadillo. Because I hate even thinking about the alternative.
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        Avenue Street, Outside Saeder-Krupp Temporary Offices

        Corporate Row, Toronto

        18th November 2080, 1000 hrs

      

      

      “What the frag happened here?” Rose’s voice cracked, shock audibly breaking through between syllables.

      This stretch of Avenue looked dramatically different than it had just forty-eight hours ago. The crowds of angry wageslaves were nowhere to be seen, replaced by alternating groups of Lone Star armored response teams and over-armored corpsec guards, all waving around their firearms and stun batons to keep people moving and out of the throughway.

      “Move along, ma’am.” One of the faceless, helmeted officers prodded Rose’s shoulder with his baton—much harder than he had to in order to get his point across.

      “Watch it, Booster-badge.” Gilabyte reached out intuitively with his resonance, ready to shut down shockstick for her, but found the so-called peacekeeper hadn’t triggered it. Probably told to preserve charges because juice is at such a low. “We’re supposed to get in there.” He pointed up at the Saeder-Krupp offices, which had a throng of enforcers five rows deep mulling about the stairs.

      “Under the authority of the Management Council of the Greater Territory of Toronto—” the Lone Star thug began, but a heavily accented grunt of a voice boomed in from behind him and caught his baton arm by the wrist.

      “D’ese are associates of Miss Hahridahn’s,” growled the huge, armored ork through an alloy-steel helmet grille. “Please do not furt’er hinder d’ere arrivahl, or she vill be informed.” He gave the officer’s baton arm a slight squeeze before releasing it.

      “Listen here—” The Lone Star officer began, but another member of his squad—perhaps a unit leader, based on the extra filagree on his designation badge—jogged over to the scene.

      “Let it go, Brentwood,” the officer said, past experience setting his even tone.

      “Vollow me.” The ork seemed utterly uncaring of the Lone Star exchange in front of him, reaching past the first badge to wave the technomancers forward. “Dis vay.”

      Rose stepped past the officers. “Thank you…uhm…”

      “Bahritone, ma’am,” he responded. “Handle’s Bahritone.”

      “Well, thank you, Baritone,” she concluded, walking up the stairs toward the doors with Gilabyte. “Oh, drek…” she subtly motioned for her elven cohort to look down.

      “Whoa.” There were more than a few recently scrubbed smears of blood here and there—very recently, by the look of them. “What went down here, man?”

      “Locals v’er upset ‘bout some’ting downtown,” he shrugged. “Dey tried to push zhe doors. Stahndard siege responze.” His chuckle spoke volumes about how that scene must have looked. “High-caliber responze.”

      “How many?” Rose asked.

      “Seven. Several more vounded. Then Lone Stahr arrived, an’ ahsked dat we stahp. So ve did.”

      “Oh.”

      “Miss Hahridahn is not in her ovice.” Baritone opened the doors for them. “But ve are handlin’ t’ings out here just fine.”

      “Absolutely.” Gilabyte nodded, even going so far as to pat the chromed-out cylon on his upper back. “Thank you again.” A slight nod of respect as the doors closed behind them was enough of a welcome from the killing machine, a surprising notation from someone who seemingly just had no trouble mowing down a throng of angry and hungry civilians.

      The lobby was busy this time. Saeder-Krupp workers and suits hurried around like ants in a colony, shuffling crates and wheeling stacks of store-all boxes from various offloading points and moving them to stacks and piles near the loading bays at the back of the building. The bay doors were propped open, and just outside, there were several gray armored vans bearing the megacorp’s logo on the sides.

      They have trucks that still have enough juice to back and forth? Gilabyte believed it made sense, them being one of the Big Ten and all, but if that was the case… Why didn’t they just use corp resources against the Saint Georges? A bunch of low techs against Krupp firepower? Why would they need shadowrunners at all? Trying to follow his own advice and think about getting paid instead of questioning everything around them, he joined Rose in looking for signs of Brunwyn.

      After a few minutes, Gilabyte saw a rough pattern in the chaos. While the menial workers buzzed about carrying their loads, the execs and the suits seemed to be coming and going back and forth to one office in the back of the building.

      He pointed. “The queen ant has to be back there.”

      Rose laughed. “Queen what?”

      “Brunwyn. Brunwyn’s probably back there.”

      “I’m followin’ you.” Rose looked around, then grabbed his elbow. “But hold up a tick.”

      “Everything frosty?”

      “Yeah…no…” She bit her lower lip, a sincere look of concern on her face. “Maybe? I can’t shake the feeling that all those geekstains on the pavement out front are probably because word got out about our gig last night. I’m not one for coincidences, and no matter how un-’runner it is of me to say so. Maybe the money isn’t worth all the toe-tagging it’s causing?”

      “Is it ever?”

      “You know what I mean.” She sighed deeply. “Things are bad enough right now without the megacorps stirring things up even worse for the normal chucks and straphangers—and probably with our help.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “The kings and queens of the ’plex are paying to watch the starving peasants kill each other for their pocket change in an arena of their own making.”

      “You’re a fraggin’ poet,” Gilabyte chuckled, impressed at her metaphor.

      “I’m stone-cold serious.” Rose’s voice was flat. “I know we’re always pawns of the triple-As, but I hate it when they don’t even try to mask it.”

      Gilabyte knew there wasn’t anything he could say to help her feelings. “Look, let’s just get through this. It’s probably bloodcreds, but you can use some of that to help fix things for the people around you. It’s nothing to Krupp, I reckon, but it might help you balance your ledger a bit knowing you’re using their funds at street-level.”

      “And if it gets you out of this nightmare and back to your friends back home, it can’t be all bad, right?”

      “It would be pretty prime to breathe in that warm, artificially monitored Dallas air again, now that you mention it, yeah. And you’d better fraggin’ visit as soon as possible. Hell, you can even bring Sin along.” Gilabyte thought of the two of them hanging with Black Jacques and almost laughed. “It would be utterly state of the art.”

      “Are you on the job?” One of the nameless suits paused in their comings and goings long enough to look the technomancers up and down, judgment dripping from his manscara’d lashes.

      “Heading in to see Brunwyn,” Gilabyte shot back at him. He might be okay with getting paid to work for megacorp suits, but he was not okay with being judged by them. “She’s expecting us.”

      “O-Oh,” he stammered. “Last door on the right after the athletic center.” The suit turned and fled.

      “Wait a tic.” Rose stood firm in the middle of the lobby, lowering her voice to discuss things with Gilabyte relatively privately. “We did what we were supposed to do, and now we’re getting the real contract assignment. Last night didn’t need us to be technomancers, but Brunwyn said she needed people like us in particular.”

      “Which means the next gig’s probably going to.” He nodded. “We can also bet whatever she tells us won’t be the full story.”

      “Whatever it is,” Rose locked her eyes onto his. “We are one mission at a time from here on out, right?”

      “Absolutely.” Gilabyte was hoping this one would also be what bought his way back to Dallas, but even more so, he hoped it would help getting a leg up on the blackout as well. “And we hold her to the deal—Krupp works toward fixing the blackout instead of profiting from it. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      They headed to the indicated room; a big plaque on the door emblazoned ONYX greeted them.

      “Let’s do this.” Rose raised her hand to the door’s surface and balled a fist. “Not as pawns, but as players.”

      Drek! Her weird super ears! He suddenly remembered. I hope she didn’t hear that.

      “Come in, come in!” Brunwyn’s booming voice was unmistakable. “I’ve been waiting for the two of you!”

      Frag.

      “How?” Rose whispered.

      Gilabyte merely shook his head and grabbed the brass door handle.

      Together they pulled the heavy wood-like polymer doors open and stepped inside. It was not as big as the office on the fourth floor, or as open of a space. A number of file storage boxes and several dropcloth-wrapped odds and ends dominated an even larger boardroom-style table at its center instead of her personal desk.

      Brunwyn herself was standing behind the far end of the table, sorting through various acrylic file folders and dropping them unceremoniously into several storage boxes arranged around her. She wore a gorgeous power suit sewn from the silvery shimmering skin of some kind of smooth-scaled fish or eel, the collars and hems of which were made of a few centimeters of black fur—surely not the fake kind most folk had to settle on these days. Her hair, seemingly more of a blond shade today, was pulled scalp-tight into a single, thick, hip-length braid that swooshed behind her as she moved about.

      “Come, come,” her eyes were smiling behind the indigo-tinted lenses of her fashionable spectacles. “We have so much to discuss.”

      “We just wanted to chec—” Gilabyte started, but found the words frozen in his mouth when Brunwyn spoke again.

      “Yes, yes.” When Brunwyn wanted to command the attention of the room, she took control. “We’ll get to that in a moment, your compensations. But before anything of the sort, let me first extend my condolences about your friend. These things happen whenever we deal with the unbending ideals of the demented or the or the obsessed. I had hoped things would have gone easier for you and your aides.”

      “Yeah,” Rose lowered her eyes. “Us too.”

      “That is why I couldn’t wait to see you two again and discuss your next amazing opportunity.” Brunwyn threw her arms wide and smiled, and Gilabyte could’ve swore the room got five degrees warmer in that instant. “I have found the perfect mission for you.”

      “But,” he started, “That trial gig was messy…really messy. We weren’t prepared for that kind of zealous response. You could have—”

      “Actually, Mr. Torres, it states in the promitto serviet that you and Ms. Dubois here were to eliminate the threats in that location as agreed upon by the draften signor…which is myself.”

      Holy fraggin’ frag balls! he thought—and could tell Rose was likely thinking much the same—she knows our real life names! A fraggin’ megacorp exec took the time to find out who I am!

      “We did eliminate the threat.” Rose replied first. “We slabbed those Saint George guys, just like you knew we would have to, and now you’re free to move on the Dom like you wanted.”

      “What we want to do with that gorgeous tower has absolutely nothing to do with our arrangement, legally speaking,” Brunwyn hissed, leaning forward onto the desk to look over the tops of her spectacles at them. “Our binding contract of blood and honor states plainly that if I am not satisfied with your end of our bargain…you get nothing but pain.” She balled up her fists on the table, scraping her fingernails across the varnished table and leaving behind splintered furrows that revealed the plastic fibers beneath.

      “With all due respect,” said Gilabyte, fighting the intimidation and finding his inner footing, “we did the job, and we’re ready to continue with the next part of our contract. We just want to make sure you remember to tell us everything this time. The serviet thing stated that you had to hold up your end of the bargain, too…or we get to tell everyone about your lack of honor in the deal.” He swallowed hard, then played the only card he had up his sleeve. “What would your brother do if he found out you were drawing up blood pacts and then wish-washing your way through them? I can’t imagine that would go over real well back home, would it?”

      Brunwyn laughed. “What do you presume to know of my brother?”

      “Honestly? Nothing more than he is back in Berlin, a high suit at SK—and that I’d bet you want to make him proud and not mad about giving you the Toronto district.”

      “Listen,” Rose interjected, “we just want to make sure our next and final part of the servi-thing is more in tune with our talents and not something that makes us wanted on our own streets, you know?”

      It was hard to tell whether it was a spell or some other deep-fey effect, but the color in Brunwyn’s eyes went from sky-sapphire to a metallic golden, and yet again, the room grew a few degrees hotter. It wasn’t just the technomancers’ imagination, either, by the steamy condensation gathering on all glass surfaces within the room.

      Gilabyte took a calming breath. “I just want to do my part here, help stop the suffering of our sprites, and get back home with some extra creds in my pocket and a prime story to tell my crew. But Rose here—” he gestured at her, “—she lives here. Whatever happens between us gutterdrop ’runners and the local supersuit at a Big Ten megacorp…that is huge news in her circle. News like that, blackout or no, has probably already started to spread. This Jane’s work is going to be big gossip for months.”

      Rose picked up the conversation when he had to take a breath. “That gossip really should be about how the queen of Saeder-Krupp Toronto chose not to gank the streetlife standing in her company’s way with big guns and hired mercs, but instead kept it local, borrowed a few lucky straws from the princess of High Park, and hired them to stop Grid Pirate profiteers and get closer to the end of the black out. The end result? Great press for you, a trip home for Gila, and I become a local legend. I mean, nobody wants the alternative.”

      “And what would that alternative be?” Brunwyn had grown slightly less tense, but her shimmering golden eyes narrowed nonetheless.

      “The gossip in the streets would call out for justice if you used us to brutalize an already suffering people.”

      “And that concerns me how?” Brunwyn shook her head slightly. “The masses are always mewling at the roots of our empire.”

      “There is a certain cacophony that can only come from a million whispers,” Rose added, “and this blackout can’t last forever. When the lights come back on, and people’s stories can escape the borders again, how long will it take before Berlin hears about how far public opinion has fallen in Toronto? Who is going to get blamed for that?”

      “More importantly,” Gilabyte added, “who do you think they’ll send to correct the problem?”

      “Well…” Brunwyn slammed a fist on the table, the varnish spiderwebbing out in small cracks around it.

      “But hey!” Gilabyte put his hands up and smiled as genuinely as he possibly could. “We want to help make this right! We want this to be prime! We want option one, here. We just want things to go a little more to the letter this time, y’know?”

      “Yeah.” Rose’s voice was a little shaky, but if anything, it added to her veracity. “I totally want to go home a rich hero, Ms. Harridan. Hell, who knows, maybe we can be the key element to fixing this whole blackout mess? That’s so much better than everyone getting fragged over some old contract. We just wanted to be straight with you, so you can be straight with us.”

      “I can see the benefit of this.” After a deep breath, Brunwyn took on her executive mannerisms once more. She straightened her posture and adjusted her spectacles to cover her eyes more evenly. “But there is still one issue.”

      “What’s that?” Gilabyte cocked his head, feeling the temperature in the room dropping again. What kind of mage is she? Fire shaman? Volcanic adept? Drek…

      “How unnecessary all of this posturing was.” She looked at them. “I have put together the perfect mission to fulfill the serviet.”

      “Oh.” Rose bit her lip.

      “How perfect?” Gilabyte tried not to focus on the fractured dent her fist had made in the table.

      “In a little over thirty-six hours, an especially over-charged Banshee will land on the rooftop of the Dominion Building to pick up you, and only you, for an express trip to the Dallas Metroplex, where it will drop you and your part of the earnings.”

      “Really?” His voice betrayed his excitement, his real desire to go home.

      “That is why we… I…need you.” Brunwyn sighed. “The blackout has turned the inside of the Dominion Building into a veritable city-state of its own. Different floors have become dedicated territories to certain gangs. The Grid Pirates, the same scum that have been kidnapping and torturing your spirits, have built a power base with Matrix access on the upper floors. Those bastards have become data-tyrants and powermongering warlords to the people living there.”

      “So, we get to hit the pirates.” Rose smiled. “And get Gila set up to catch his ride. You’re right, Brunwyn, this is perfect.”

      “That is a lot of stairs.” Gila sighed. “It will be an uphill battle, literally, through the Dom’s gangs and armed DomSec guards. And with what happened to Luna…”

      “We won’t be bringing our friends this time,” Rose said firmly.

      “That is why I’m confident that your particular skills, working in tandem, could allow for the freight elevators to bypass the vast majority of the threats within the building.” Brunwyn grinned. “You can head straight to where the Pirates have set up their little playhouse.”

      “I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming.” Rose pursed her lips.

      “But…we know the top few floors have all but been taken over by BTL-softened addicts who are using the Pirates’ place as their own personal den of malfeasance and toxicity. They have managed to create a dangerously unstable local netscape to feed their wretched hungers. If you can disconnect these…what did you call them? Beetles, from their makeshift fix…”

      “Those who do not submit to dumpshock will go full freak,” Rose added.

      “And if we unplug them on the down-low, they’ll set on the Pirates and do most of the job for us!” Gila finished the thought, then looked at Brunwyn. “It’s brilliant, really.”

      “See?” The executive smiled. “Isn’t this better than a bunch of empty threats? Teamwork?”

      “So, having seen what our sprites could do in the warehouse stunt, you reckoned we could techno our way up there,” Gilabyte said, “and use our gifts to pull the plugs on the beetle hive, sending those roaches scurrying. Then we clean up the remnants, which shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “Then just sit tight until your ride arrives.” Brunwyn folded her arms confidently.

      “Damn, you corp types are next-level.” Rose blinked rapidly at her.

      “I knew you two would be perfect for this, too.” Brunwyn flashed her predatory smile. “When you were using your gifts at the party, it was a minor twinge in the aethersphere. But your unique connection to the matrix spirits and how the two of you can work together like a machine of your own…”

      Rose nodded. “Two spiders in the same web can catch twice the flies.”

      “Yes.” Brunwyn clasped her hands together in front of her. “Especially if they know where the flies are already swarming.”

      “No meat grinder this time, right?” Gilabyte asked. “Just a bunch of scags that should bug out when they get unplugged and reality sets in. Not another Saint George situation?”

      “Of course.” Brunwyn shrugged elegantly. “That was an unfortunate complication that came to our attention after I had already contracted you to remove them. With the blackout, however, there was simply no quick way to inform you of the new intel. This will be different. You will technomancify the freight elevator, get to the forty-first floor, find the ‘beetles’ and where they are nesting on the forty-second, dealing with them and the Pirates with cunning and stealth. When that is done, either the Banshee will be waiting for you, or you will have to wait for it to arrive.” She smiled. “But I trust it will be on time.”

      “In the last few years,” said Rose, “the whole area around the Dom has taken on a lot of low-renters, and those hired badge-wannabes, DomSec. Are you sure they aren’t going to be a problem…one way or another?”

      “We’ve been looking at purchasing parts of the building for a little while now,” Brunwyn replied, “and our acquisition agents have been…adamant. The only complications that could legally interfere with the ownership council from signing over are all below the thirty-sixth floor. Which is why I suggested hiring special talents such as yourselves in the first place. You can bypass all of those obstacles with the elevator when others cannot. So long as your skills have not been exaggerated, you should be fine.”

      Gilabyte’s brow furrowed. “I have to ask—if you have a Banshee headed there, why not just storm the top floors with SK crew? You still avoid the lower floors, still chase off the beetle nest, stomp the Grid Pirates high-caliber style, and save creds by already having troops hold the point. Plus you wouldn’t have to pay us.” He shrugged. “Not that we mind.”

      “It is as you said earlier,” Brunwyn answered in an even, public-relations friendly tone. “When the lights come back on here in Toronto, the first seventy-two hours will be an absolute blur of street-level gossip being translated and transcribed into the Matrix. It will be difficult to stem that flow. If word trickles out that I…that Saeder-Krupp had a fully functioning flyer in such a time of universal crisis in the metroplex, and they used it to bully a few…” her tone turned mocking, “…poor, suffering addicts out into the cold streets…such tales would be…”

      “The glamerazi and the shout sheets would crucify you guys.” Gilabyte knew it was true. This was, in fact, the exact kind of mission the megacorps used shadowrunners for. Quiet. Discreet. Morally gray.

      “They’d try.” Brunwyn’s eyes widened angrily. “I’m not afraid of some verbal sewage and the stink it might cause. What I cannot have is my first real complication after moving here to become such a mess so quickly…as you so eloquently elaborated earlier.”

      She needs us to do this, Gilabyte thought, or big bro might take her new toys away.

      Rose folded her arms. To Gilabyte, it was a subtle gesture of finality; the negotiations were over and now they were all just laying down the facts of the matter. “We do this,” she said, “and your servio petticoat thing is done, right? No more strings?”

      “Once the Pirates have been evicted…one of the Banshee crew will see to it that Miss Dubois is given her contracted wages and will stay to protect her. Mr. Torres will find his pay already on board and the Banshee will need to leave quickly, based on the limited fuel and charge supply. Then work will begin right away to make sure everyone involved looks good and maintains the proper reputation.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Rose said, disappointment in her tone, “so they can just drop the creds and ghost.”

      “With Mr. Torres having to keep the timing of his flight,” Brunwyn gestured at the elf, then to Rose. “I want an expert to go through all of the Pirate technology with my scientists so we can understand how they are doing what they are doing and—”

      “But the contr—” Rose started, but a surprisingly loud snap of Brunwyn’s manicured fingers cut her off.

      “Will be considered fulfilled,” she hissed, “Of course. But you do want to help undo the damage they have done, perhaps even the blackout itself, yes?”

      “That makes sense, I guess.” Rose nodded. “If Gila has to catch that flight, I guess I could stick around and do right by the work.”

      “Good.” Gilabyte was happy to know Brunwyn was keeping her word, and Rose would be there to make sure of it. “We’ve got thirty-six hours before my ride touches down. Starting from when?”

      “I sent the courier spirit when you walked in the lobby doors.” Brunwyn put her hands together in front of her, almost like someone in prayer. “Good luck, my friends. Not that you’ll need it. Not with your talents.”

      “Thanks.” Rose was clearly less assured. “I guess, since your wheelman will bring me the creds onsite, this is goodbye for now.”

      “While Mr. Torres is leaving us…” Brunwyn lifted her hip up onto the table, half-sitting while leaning toward them. “I do hope you will help us bring our city back online, for which we will surely need a woman of your skills and talents. So let’s not be too hasty. Let’s say…until next time.”

      “All right.”

      “Perfect!” Brunwyn hopped off the edge of the table. “Now, do get going…I have a million things to do and only thirty-five hours and twenty-nine minutes to do them.” She waved her hand and the doors opened, a brief glimmer of the arcane at her fingertips. “Please send Mr. Baritone to see me when you pass by his station.”

      When they got outside, things had not gotten much better. If anything, it seemed the CorpSec mercs and the Lone Star grunts were more or less at a standstill. Batons were drawn, face shields were locked, and more than a few badges had their hands resting on their sidearms—but no one had yet dared light the proverbial fuse.

      “Hey!” Gilabyte waved to the line of Saeder-Krupp hired muscle to announce he was walking their way—an attempt to avoid having deadly firearms pointed at his head again. The first time was enough. “Baritone! Hey, man.”

      “Cahn I help you?” The ork grunted, barely turning his head to look at the incoming elf.

      “Brunw—” he interrupted himself for formality’s sake. “Ms. Harridan asked us to tell you she needs—”

      “Ziehen sie die leitung fest!” he barked to the other mercs, who responded with a series of cadenced noises and uncomfortably familiar military boot stomps. “Thank you.”

      Baritone vanished into the building with great haste, leaving the technomancers to continue on their way back toward High Park. In a fully powered-up Toronto, one full of CrashCabs and GridGuided autos, thirty-six hours would be an eternity to prepare for a two-runner mission.

      But in the blackout, in foot travel alone, that time would get burned up pretty damn fast, and they both knew it.
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      “Why are we stopping here again?” Gilabyte asked Rose, looking around the neighborhood of alleyways and shantytown tents, most of which were already aglow with water barrel fires and scattered masses huddled around them.

      “I know what Brunwyn said,” Rose admitted, looking over the neon chemi-paint graffiti. “But I’m still not sold on what some megacorp suit is telling us. Especially not about a piece of broken history like the Dom.”

      “So we’re…what, trying to vanish in the gutters? Why?”

      “No, no.” She pointed to a swirl of eerie green graffiti on a smeary, eggplant-shaped background. “There are only a few Rontos breathin’ I know who come and go in the Dom as they please, without fear from DomSec or the local gangs. One of ’em, well, they live down here.”

      “On purpose?”

      “Actually…” She bit her lower lip. “He kind of has to. St@nli is a man, a dwarf, of unique and particular tastes.”

      “Uh…” Gilabyte wore every horrifying assumption on his face.

      “Aw, come on,” she recoiled. “Not anything truly low-down…just a special cocktail you can only really loop together when you have the right breed of scumbags on hand.” She swept her hand to display the whole alley town. “And they all live here.”

      “He’s a chem-head?” The dirty kind, not a pharma-brand user like your brother. That’s different, isn’t it?

      “A chem-head who knows more about the comings and goings of the Dom than anyone else in city limits.” She smiled. “Look. I know you’re headin’ out of this place on a corp ticket as soon as this is over, but I live here…and if there is even half a frag in hell’s chance this blows back on me, I want to know.”

      “Better to be careful. I get it.” Gilabyte nodded. “Lead the way.”

      Winding through throngs of miscreants and vagabonds intermingled with the simply unemployed and dispossessed, they came to a heavy metal grated door—again with the sigil of a neon piece of fruit sprayed across its width.

      “Here we go.” Rose looked around the ground, almost like she was searching for a spare key—then she scooped up a rusted old soypaste can. She noisily ran it against the bars of the grating. Back and forth, no real pattern, just an alleyway claxon.

      “Whatwhatwhatwhatwhat?” A gravelly voice grew louder as its owner came closer to the other side of the door, rising to a booming crescendo as the vaultlike inner door swung inward. “WHaaaAAAaaaAAATTT!?”

      “Are. You. Kidding. Me?” People rarely shocked Gilabyte anymore, but this? This sight yanked an open gasp out of him.

      Behind the grate stood the strangest denizen of the shadows he had ever seen. Clad in studded pauldrons, hockey pants, a flak vest, and a moldy pair of costume fairy wings, a dwarf held a half-deflated basketball under one arm, and hefted a long, wicked spear in the other—jabbing its sharp metal tip between the bars at them. Peering up at the technomancers through a pair of scuffed up golden snowboarding goggles, his eyes went wide when they fell onto Rose, and he pulled them off his face and let them snap to rest on his male-patterned bald head.

      “What’s your fraggin’ damage, Rose?” He asked through a mouthful of indigo-colored teeth. They were the exact shade of blue around the gums repeated betameth users would get, but were streaked with the silvery shine on their fronts from sucking on a Bliss inhaler.

      “We need your expertise.”

      “You’re drawin’ a long straw today.” He laughed. “If this would’ve been a Monday, Wednesday, or every other Friday…my door woulda been wired up and you’d be spitting shrapnel right now. Rattlin’ my cage like a Lone Star sniffer on the prowl…”

      “It is Monday, St@nli,” she informed him.

      “Really?” The dwarf lowered his spear and scratched his forehead, then counted on his fingers. “My claymore tap-tap mine guy should’ve been through here yesterday…” He tilted his head and wrinkled his brow. “Oh, drek it, then.” He planted a filthy, bunny-slippered foot on the grate’s locking slab, causing the metal cage door to swing outward. “Come on in!”

      “Hey St@nli, this is my new chum from down south, Gilabyte.” Rose ducked inside the ally’s foyer, with Gilabyte right after.

      “Well, whaddya know?” The chem-addict snickered as he let them in, closing the grate and holding up two partially-braided wires stuck together with a wad of chewing gum. “Momo owes me a refund. Damn thing shorted out, looks like.” He gave the wire harness a pinch and shoved it back into the hinge plate. “There. Safe and tight as a ghoul’s ass.”

      Gilabyte shot his partner a look that screamed, This guy almost just blew us up!

      “So, how can I help you and your new friend?” St@nli grinned. Out of nowhere, he yanked a far too ripened whey-protein fruit substitute in the shape of a banana out of his inner vest pocket and held it out to Gilabyte. “Here, Southie, have some well-intended corporate brotassium.”

      “Nah, man,” Gilabyte half-laughed, “I’m good. I grabbed, um, a mangerine on the way over.”

      “More for me!” St@nli chomped down on the faux fruit, smashing through the crayon-yellow, formed gelatine peel and tearing off a chunk. Chewing away, the dwarf walked the two of them down a dark hallway into the bowels of an old polyblock warehouse. The whole thing was illuminated by a forest of hanging glowsticks in various states of chemical decay of their brightness. “So, Rosie…what can I do for ya, and more importantly, did you bring us any treats from the Candyman?”

      “I need to ask a favor, a little tale told on credit.” Rose found a chair completely wrapped in plastic sheeting, which creaked and crinkled loudly when she plopped down onto it.

      “Credit!?” Gobbets of banana-flavored mush shot out from St@nli’s chapped lips in surprise. “You take a hit to the braincase on a recent run?”

      “No.” She pulled out her pockets inside out in a universal sign of being broke. “But the gig we’re on is a big one. A whale.” St@nli looked over at Gila, who in turn nodded his agreement. “And when it’s run its course, I’m going to have nuyen moving about like stiff drinks on Simco Day.”

      “She will,” Gilabyte added, not knowing whether the Ontario-based simile was appropriate or not, but rather just backing his friend’s play.

      “Like…” St@nli swallowed hard, licking his lips, “what kind of drinks we jawin’ about here? Tiny little flutes of sack wine or big coconut shell blendy things with half-frozen slush rimmed with nova and a poly umbrella?”

      “The kind they drink on the top floor of the Broadview.”

      “A Big Ten run, then?” He seemed legitimately impressed. “On faith it is.” He hooted with a single barking laugh. “Not that you could swipe a credstick into my debts at the moment, anyway…so…let’s get started.” Pulling a foil-wrapped plastic inhaler out of his pocket, he began to shake it like a street artist shaking a paint sprayer. He brought it to within a few centimeters of his lips, but looked over at his guests and paused. “What kind of host am I?” He held the mystery inhaler out to him. “You guys want a pull?”

      “No, no way.” Gilabyte waved off the dwarf’s offer with the kind of speed-scoff only a sober person can deliver, with Rose adding in her head shake a moment later.

      ST@nli looked at them both, the wheels of his mind grinding out what was happening. “Ah, okay.” He nodded slowly, putting his implement away. “I see this is all biz, no frills tonight. Got it.”

      “So, we’re headed into the Dom.” Rose brought the subject up officially. “But we’re going to skip all the lower floor madness and hit the crown.”

      “No, you’re not.” ST@nli reached up and flicked the dark LED bulb hanging from the ceiling, “Blackout, remember? Unless you grew a pair of these bad boys for real—” He shook his costume wings emphatically. “—you won’t get past the twenties.”

      “We have some tricks to get us up in the high-thirties, so don’t worry about how.” Gilabyte interjected, hazing the truth of the matter a little. “We won’t even have to put feet on tile below the thirty-fifth floor. We just need to know how much flak we could see along the way.”

      “I wasn’t talkin’ just about the elevator, chummer.” St@nli shook his head. “It’s the Cutters. The blackout has them all pumped up to the point they pulled out the big guns and took to DomSec like it was fraggin’ gang war.” He gave out a long, slow whistle. “It’s gotten pretty wet in there.”

      “How bad is it?” Rose and Gilabyte both asked, locking eyes.

      “Leading right up to the blackout, a bunch of a grey vans and trucks moved in a handful of crates, and at least one flyer stopped off on the roof. The lights went out, and while some of the floors broke into straight up turf wars, I could see some of the lights up top weren’t muzzle flares, but steady illuminators and flood lamps. Somebody had generators running or something up there, and they weren’t exactly sharing.”

      “Grid Pirates,” Gilabyte said.

      “Maybe.” St@nli continued, tapping a finger to the side of his nose. “But I doubt it. That has been mostly a street-level, drive-around sort of thing. I highly doubt they would battle their way up through Cutter turf, just to set up shop and sell battery juice and a warbly local-Net to a bunch of people who won’t climb a kazillion stairs to get their fix.” He itched the side of his neck absentmindedly. “Dealers know you don’t try and sell your wares where your users can’t get to you.”

      “What about DomSec? I’m sure they’ve cleared up a few oaths here and there in the madness.” Rose’s brow wrinkled.

      St@nli’s whole face balled up in disgust. “DomSec my ass. They haven’t done anything to keep the renters safe, either The first fifteen floors are the main trenches and you won’t find a single breather unstrapped or holed up. Makes me almost wish Ares was still big in town.”

      All three of them broke into laughter.

      “Seriously, though,” St@nli continued, “if you really can ghost past the Cutters’ new expanded turf in that stack of missed opportunities…please do.” He reached over and grabbed Rose’s hands like someone consoling a widow at a funeral. “Just be careful. Someone’s been doing a lotta grunt work in that tower, and I think it’s for more than just a few sweaty junkie creds. Come back here again soon, eh?”

      “I’ll bring your ’yen,” Rose assured him. “Don’t worry.”

      “Wait…” He stood up and planted his hands on his overstuffed hips, making his wings shake comically behind him. “This is all you wanted to know, and you thought I was going to twist some creds outta you? I’m offended. Utterly offended.” His multi-colored teeth gleamed in a surprising warm grin. “This one’s on the house, Roseanna.”

      “You don’t have to do that, St@n.” She stood up and embraced his forearm in an awkward formal stance. “I’ll swing back soon enough.”

      “Just be sure to go see the Candyman first. Bring me somethin’ tasty.” He chewed nervously on his swollen lower lip. “Because having all the lights out has really done a number on Old Mother Hubbard’s cupboard.”

      “Sure thing, but I’ll bring SINder with me. He’s a way better sweets shopper than I am.”

      “It was nice to make your acquaintance, St@nli,” Gilabyte offered a cordial wave, but it was snatched mid-air and taken up eagerly. “Oh, okay. You are one part of my Toronto trip I will not soon forget.”

      “Thanks!” The dwarf clapped loudly. “Let me show you guys out.”

      “No troubles.” Rose took a step toward the front door, but St@nli caught her by the elbow.

      “No, not that way.” He shook his head like it was a silly notion to leave the way they came in. “I’ll have to show you the way out on Trudeau.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “My beartrap guy doesn’t come ’til Wednesday,” St@nli’s half-giggle, half-snort was the perfect note on which to end their meeting. “What do you think me for, a rube?”
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      Later on, the two technomancers and SINder were sitting in the High Park bungalow, sipping warm drinks around a small porch firepit. The echoes of distant gunfire from several directions seeped into their conversation between comments, reminding everyone that Toronto was falling further into chaos. Sadly, it had started to become just another background noise.

      “Good old St@nli,” SINder smirked. “Always good for what the gutter is talking about, not to mention finding a bonne fête.”

      “Wish I could have met that guy,” Tyson noded, tilting his drink. He hadn’t been very chipper since getting word about Lunatech’s death. Apparently, they had bonded over video games and aerospace sims, and the hollow look in Ty’s eyes made Gilabyte feel the loss a little deeper.

      “He was interesting, sure. And his info just brought a few of Brunwyn’s facts into question, though.” Gilabyte hated saying it out loud. All it did was reinforce the fact that the megacorps really do lie all the time and throw shadowrunners into the meat grinder just to save a few points in their next stock adjustment. “We really must bypass the Cutters and any DomSec flunkies if we’re going to flush out the beetles. The freight lift really is our best option.”

      “Sure,” Rose replied quickly, but she didn’t sound all that confident. “Which is exactly what Brunwyn set up for us, which actually worries me a little—especially with how we riled her up in the briefing.”

      “You positive you don’t want me to come with, mes amies?”

      “No,” Rose patted SINder’s knee. “We need someone who knows about the weird contract, Brunwyn’s fears, and who’s ready to rake her across the coals in every street gossip chain from here to Cabbagetown. You were there for the Georges. You know what she’s told us to do, twice, and you can blast out word on the astral to get the ball rolling if this is another bum gig.”

      “And honestly,” Gilabyte admitted, “the plan is still a good one. We just need to get around DomSec, the Cutters, St@n’s mystery movers, and do the job.”

      “Yeah,” Rose finished her drink and stood. “I’m going to get some rest. You should too.”

      She’s right. Having just over a day to rest up, get ready, and be fully prepared might seem like a lot to some, but when nothing with a plug or a Matrix interface works without making me more tired—it might be more useful just to get ready at a slower pace.

      Hell, Gilabyte thought as he sipped his lukewarm wine. If this works, I won’t be around to enjoy the company much longer. Might as well make the most of it.

      “Get some rest, sis.” SINder raised his glass, almost as if he knew what the elf was thinking. “To sweet dreams of your success!”

      “Merci.”
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        Front Street—At the Foot of the Dominion Building

        Downtown Toronto

        20th November 2080, 0130 hrs

      

      

      As the time passed, Gila’s nerves grew a little more unsteady.

      While the technomancers tried to rest and get ready for their sneak attack on the Dominion Building, it weighed on Gilabyte’s mind not only what they might come up against, but whether or not the two of them would be enough.

      Should we have brought Sin or Smaug along? he wondered. Or would it just put someone else in the line of fire?

      Sprite-powering a small mechanism like the data siphons and the pressure valves on the fire suppressant systems wasn’t that taxing, but could they both actually move a fully unpowered freight lift? For forty stories? They might not have enough juice to get that far, plus deal with a nest of jacked-up beetles using the Pirates’ homemade spark-catcher.

      Pushing a four-ton elevator up thirty some odd floors is going to take a while. Too long to risk our sprites, especially with the Grid Pirates nearby… and who knows how long it will take for the darkness to find us?

      While it was nice to try and relax for a day, his mind was quite a bit tangled up in the possibility of unplanned for cataclysmic situations.

      By the time they got downtown and stood ready at the foot of the Dominion Building, his stomach had traded the butterflies of nervousness for locusts of anxiety.

      “That is one big building, huh?” Rose said, staring up at the Dom from street-level like it was a cliff face to be scaled.

      Gilabyte’s elven eyes picked out all sorts of details on the surface of the building—including the flicker of open flames behind some of those windows. All he could hope is that they were for heat and light, and not because the Cutters’ floor war had burned that much of the building. “I reckon it’s pretty gorgeous when it is all lit up.”

      “Maybe.” She took out a pair of manual bolt cutters, the expensive kind with di-kote wedges. “But it’s never been my style. It’s my dryad self. Give me a small squat on the first floor with a view of a river or the park any day. Skyline builders like this one are just too…I don’t know…too stacked on each other. People aren’t ants. We weren’t built to live in colony hives.” Walking over to the huge, scalloped-steel rolling delivery door, Rose leaned down and used the bolt cutters to snap the three padlocks on the manual release and handle.

      Tossing the broken locks aside and flipping open the release, they gave the door a pull and it ascended into its well-oiled rollaway compartment. Behind it was a shallow delivery landing and the heavy, metallic grated floor of the freight elevator. The whole area was painted in yellow and black caution striping, but the colors were muted in the darkness of the unlit space.

      Rose tilted her head quickly toward each shoulder so her vertebrae cracked loudly—joining a similar sound of the chemical illuminator tubes in her hands. After a snap and a shake, bright neon green light burst out of the plastic tubes and she tossed them onto the elevator floor. “You ready? Got your stuff?”

      “Ey-firmative.”

      Everything Gilabyte had brought with him out of the Leone Towers suite still fit in the half-stuffed duffel bag over his shoulder. All but a few of the snacks from Neverland had been claimed or eaten. His clothes were wadded up like packing flotsam—and then there was the pile of expensive shampoos and lotions, as promised.

      His thoughts strayed for a moment, thinking about how anxious he was having to go through all the mundane checks and things at the airport. He smirked when he thought of that ork stuffed in his transit authority uniform warning him about having carried on Canvas’ knife. Flying over the border on board a private megacorp Banshee? Now that is how a shadowrunner should fly—not that commercial ticket-punching circus.

      “We should make a stop on the way up.” After everything she told them. After all the warnings. After St@nli’s confirmation of the nightmare it might be in there. Heading to the top blind might be a mistake.

      “You…what?”

      “I know, I know.” His fingers found his armadillo pendant once more. “But St@nli said the Cutters were making such a mess, but listen…”

      It was oddly silent downtown tonight. There were distant echoes of gunfire and ganger battle cries, but nothing from the building itself.

      “It’s quiet.” Rose tilted her ear toward the rooftops.

      “Exactly.” Gilabyte nodded, still rubbing his necklace. “If there was a bloodthirsty gang waging floor wars up there, we’d be hearing the conflict. And if not…”

      “Parties. Celebrations of their victory.” Rose nodded and pointed at the parking lot. “Especially down here.”

      “So, I think we stick to the plan for the most part, but maybe check in a few floors early.” He looked up the side of the building. “You know, keep the A and the Z the same to fulfill the contract, but play with the B through Y a little bit to make sure she didn’t screw us again.”

      “It actually makes a lot of sense,” Rose agreed. “Hedge our bets. I like it.”

      “Thank you.” Exhaling a little of his nervousness, he placed a hand on her shoulder. “When all of this is over and done, the lights are back on, and you’re sittin’ pretty on a pile of corp money, I want you and Sin to come visit down south. I know a bunch of folk who are going to love you.”

      “Sure thing. I’d love to.” She smiled, then looked up at the blackness of the building above once more. “You ready?”

      “Time to do a little heavy lifting.”

      Opening themselves up to the aether of the darkened Matrix all around them, Gila could immediately feel all the starving mouths of nearby devices. From the tiny mewling of the wireless smartgun link in his Model 100 to the traffic-routing suites on a constant search for vehicles to Grid Guide. Even the stone-dead alternators inside the vehicles in question—everything downtown seemed to have a voice among the hungry electronic masses.

      “I’ve got elevator controls, you get the cable rig.” Gilabyte focused and sent his tendrils of resonance into the button-covered panel on the wall. His extension bore down and through the icy-cold safety meshes, sleeping firewalls, and comatose password protections. Each of Gilabyte’s resonant threads found a circuit or fiber to weave into until he was connected to every facet of the elevator control panel.

      Rose had a more direct application of her talents to perform. Gila felt her resonance form into a swirling, coruscating serpent as she stepped onto the elevator platform and pushed her technomantic senses up through the ceiling of the lift.

      The concentrated length of energy found the attachment cable box and immediately wound itself around the junction conduit. In seconds it reached the junction box, the mechanisms that made the lift rise and fall, and dove headfirst into them. Energy-like-venom seeped out of the construct and ran across the surface of the machine, looking for ways to enter and join with the system.

      It took only a moment. The safety lights on the elevator, as well as a few of the buttons on the console, slowly flickered to life.

      “All set.” Rose’s satisfied grin gave Gilabyte a bit more trust in the mission, and he joined her on the platform.

      “Next stop…” His voice was steady and calm. “…thirty-two.”

      The elevator lurched upward. Slowly at first, then faster as the hydraulics warmed up and the gummy lubricants started to smooth out again.

      As the floors ticked by, the ascension gave a shaky hiccup once or twice from safety latches unhitched by flicks of Gilabyte’s attention, but at floor fourteen, the whole lift nearly screeched to a halt. The elevator doors for that floor had been partially pried open, most likely by the Cutters on their warpath, but left awkwardly bent inward. As they lurched by, Gilabyte glanced into the opening.

      Chemical lamps and oil sconces poorly illuminated the hallway, but he could still see bullet holes in the plaster, dried blood-spatter patterns, and shattered doors of the apartments. By the spacing and sizes of the pockmarks from the stray rounds, the shooters were using some serious firepower, too. The kind of weapons street gangs don’t often have just lying around.

      Then they were past, the elevator still rising, and Gilabyte couldn’t see anymore. The image stayed with him. This looks a lot more like a breach and clear rather than a gang war. Somebody came through here with heavier firepower than what you’d normally find lying around on the street.

      Thinking a bit more about it as the lift crept upward again, the elf was pulled back to a dozen different post-mission cleanups. This looks like the wake of a wetwork shadowrunning team, not turf gangers. An interesting thought crossed his mind. What if we weren’t the first runners Brunwyn hired for this?

      His focus wavered and his resonance mirrored the unsureness. The elevator bucked slightly, and Rose looked at Gila with concern. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” He blinked a few times. “Just wandered a bit.”

      “Okay.” She looked around the ceiling of the lift, but Gila knew the distant look in her shining, pixelated eyes. “Any sign of the darkness?”

      “Thankfully, no. Let’s keep it rollin’, I reckon I don’t want to tangle with that thing and the beetle nest.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Focus regained, the elevator pushed up at a good rate once again. Around floor twenty-five or twenty-six, a familiar tingling and warmth flooded over Gilabyte.

      An external energy source. It was unsteady and wavering, like the pulse of a frightened animal, but it was an outside source of juice. It collided with his resonance like the first spike a recovering junkie takes after rehab failed.

      “Dios mio…” Gilabyte’s focus slipped and the elevator lights dimmed. “That’s strong.”

      “You feel that?” Rose gasped; the whole elevator shook. “Think the citytech engineers figured it out?”

      “No. I know this kind of juice.” It wasn’t the whole city coming back online. This was like someone pouring some watered-down house red for a sommelier who happened to be dying of thirst. It was a welcome drink, but still a subpar one. “This is the Pirate local generator, but it’s much bigger than what I felt with Peppy. You feel it too, right? The drawing in of it?”

      “Yeah,” she shivered, “it’s close. No wonder the addicts were willing to come all the way up here for their fix. I won’t lie, it feels good to be fed a little juice instead of doing the feeding. Brunwyn’s intel seems on the mark.”

      “Even if those Grid Pirates had the brainpower to rig up something that can juice this much of the local grid, I still wonder how they got the all the tech to make that happen. Someone else is hooking them up. Maybe whoever funded the sweep and clear with the Cutters.”

      “Could the Cutters and the Grid Pirates have the same benefactors?” Rose frowned. “Or hell, maybe they’re one and the same.”

      “I don’t think so,” Gilabyte narrowed his eyes. “Something doesn’t add up. These Pirates came up here to set up shop for a reason, and I doubt it is just to hold penthouse simsense parties.”

      “Maybe someone who wants to spark up the lights on the helipad? Someone corporate, perhaps?” Rose’s voice was leading.

      “You think maybe Brunwyn’s using us again, this time to deal with some company rivals?”

      “You have to admit…the shoe fits the prints.”

      “Everybody wears shoes, Rose.” Not wanting to use that filthy, sickening Pirate-energy, Gilabyte pushed past the source and continued counting off floors in his head. “Twenty-nine.”

      “Satyrs don’t wear shoes.” Rose snickered, joking her way through the nervousness of the moment. Gila shot her a stern look. “But that doesn’t really apply. I’m just sayin’. I hate being played, that’s all.”

      “Then let’s do the playing instead.” He sucked air through his teeth. “Thirty. Slow it down. Thirty-one. And…”

      Rose balled her fists. She must have pulled back her power from the mechanisms, because the elevator slowed to a halt perfectly at…

      “Thirty-two,” said Gilabyte. He coiled a few of his resonance strings like springs, sending them toward the doors in the shaft wall. They found the triggers on the emergency door releases, and wrapped themselves around each one like noodles on metaphysical forks. With one twist, the doors slid open a handspan. With the subtlety of pressing the release on a manual tape measure, Gilabyte recalled his resonance. It all snapped back and nearly knocked the wind out of him. Damn, that juice leaves its mark!

      “You okay?” Rose put one hand on the slightly opened door and drew her revolver with the other.

      “I normally use my sprites to do the grunt work.” he answered, checking his magazine and racking the slide on the Model 100. “But with the Pirates so close and growing closer, I just don’t want to risk it, and I’m just a little bit out of practice on the big stuff, that’s all.” Taking a peek down the hallway, he helped push the other door open enough to step through.

      The hall was dark, but with the green chemical glow coming in from the elevator, he could see perfectly. There was no sign of a gang war. No bullet holes, no scorch marks, and no bloody smears on the walls or floor. It looked like his fears were unfounded, and St@nli’s belief that the Cutters might not have made it up much past twenty was right.

      “Looks crystal,” said Rose. “I think we’re good. No sign of gang war up here.”

      Gila sucked on his teeth in thought, sending a resonance pulse down the hallway in search of dormant links, wireless devices, and anything else that might have started feeding on the edges of the Pirates’ powered up section. Nothing. It was completely dead, despite the access to a trickle of power from above. “Let’s keep going. Slow. Something feels off, and it’s not just the Pirate-juice.”

      “We can zero this place and skip if you want.” Rose said flatly, not a trace of jest in her voice. “We can deal with the fallout from Krupp, and maybe Howell and Dee have figured out a different way of taking a crack at the Pirates. I might not like the guy a ton, but he’s a helluva fixer, and he can always figure you out a new way home.”

      “No way.” He brushed his hair behind his ear points. “We’d be runnin’ from Krupp mercs forever, and I already know what that feels like. It’s better to just do the job.”

      “I just wanted you to know, I’d ghost this place in a novacoke heartbeat, but I’ll follow your lead.” She pulled him fully back inside the elevator doors, but continued to hold them open. “But what if they are a Krupp double-cross? Brunwyn would have told them about her elevator plan, and they would be ready for us at the top. It would surely be a trap.”

      “And if Brunwyn was playing it straight and it’s just some up-gunned Grid Pirates leeching off the collective downtown beetle populace?”

      “Then surely they’d be watching the stairs for people coming up instead.” He looked over at the stairwell door. “Whether new customers or possible threats to their little mini-Matrix.”

      “So.” Rose locked eyes with him. “What do you want to do? Does this change the rules of engagement?”

      “We’re ’runners. We bluff when we have to, we raise all too often, and we play the hand we’re dealt. At this point, we just don’t fold. Just because things seem a little screwed up doesn’t mean we should start second-guessing ourselves. What we need to do now is figure out how to make the most of this.”

      “We need to get up there without opening a door to gunfire, whether that’s on the stairs or the lift,” Rose said. “If this goes bad, we could get our tickets punched.”

      Gilabyte nodded. “You can’t win if you don’t play. I think we do a little of both. Let’s think tactically. We ride up to forty, then we slow it down, hop out while it’s rollin’, and sneak up the stairs.” He gestured to the physical buttons on the control panel, pointing to each floor as he spoke. “We hit the ground rollin’, keep up pace with the elevator, and get to the Pirates’ penthouse at the same time.”

      “What if they’re watching the stairs for new arrivals?”

      “Then we try to be sneaky and use the elevator as the perfect distraction—since they won’t be expecting it.” He snapped his fingers. “Bam! We catch them looking the other way.”

      “And if Brunwyn did set all this up, and they’re guns out at the elevator already, waiting for our technomantic arrival…”

      “Then we come up over the top of those stairs blasting.” He smiled, satisfied with his on-the-spot solution. “Either way, it’s gonna take some timing.”

      Back onto the lift platform, they reached out with their resonances again to get things started. It was much easier this time. Whether it was the new proximity to the leaky Pirate grid or the fact they had it moving already, the freight platform began to ascend once more.

      “I just thought of something,” Rose muttered. “What if it’s exactly like Brunwyn said, and we are ambushing a bunch of strung-out hazers getting their brains friend by a couple of well-funded Matrix sharks with a big ole sprite-locker?”

      “Thirty-four.” Gilabyte started counting the floors again. “Then we are way overthinking things, and we just pop the box, dump the beetles, and maybe vent a little heat and frustration at those Pirates anyway. They can’t treat our sprites like they have and get away with it, either.”

      The floors went by quickly; their resonances itched, tingled, and throbbed with the growing proximity of the fluctuating, sickly sweet power source. It felt like being trapped under a buzzing fluorescent bulb as it flickered out its last hours. It had power, but it was wrong.

      “Thirty-seven.”

      There’s something in the energy field. Something new.

      It was like a blanket of raw energy in the power source. Like a lightning bolt trapped in a looping circuit, it raced around looking for an outlet, looking for release, but never finding it. It’s like what that hobgoblin said, the more the sprite suffers, the more energy is produced. It’s sick…

      “Thirty-nine.”

      It was so uneven, so erratic, so unstable, that it leaked out all over the top few floors’ worth of Matrix. The open grid of the top of the Dom had become a nest of wires, a spider’s web of energy trickling from a central point on the forty-first floor. From the lack of wireless “stepping stones” on forty and above, they must not have been finished since the last round of renovations. There were no appliances, only a few active outlets, and little in the way of Matrix presence for the energy to be consumed—turning the whole area into a roadmap of unused possible energy conduits.

      “Forty.”

      “You getting the doors, chum?” Rose’s resonance was no longer aiding his, the hydraulics on the elevator now working off the Pirated power. It was enough to keep the lift going, but the elevator slowed slightly.

      “On it.” The elf pried both sets of doors open, and like a platforming level on one of Tyson’s video sims, the two of them hopped out at the perfect moment when the openings matched.

      Gilabyte didn’t dare call back his resonance just yet. The elevator timing would need to be perfect.

      Rose gasped as they strode out onto the landing. “Frag me sideways…”

      Floor forty had lights. They were emergency runners at half-power, but they were lights, and they were on. Both of them took a moment to really appreciate electronic illumination before realizing what it was displaying.

      Bodies. Heaped in a pile. A dozen, maybe two. All walks of life, but most looked like streetside folk or the very recently homeless. All dead. Each one had sim jacks, chip slots, or ’trodes on them—and each had a trio of high-caliber entrance wounds, one in the head and two in the chest.

      Execution style.

      Gila couldn’t feel the ’trodes or their commlinks, because they weren’t begging for power like out in the darkened grid. But now he understood why he couldn’t feel their cyberware either. No bio-rhythms to feed the ’ware, no signals from the ’ware. What he could see in their faces—those whose could still be recognized—looked strung out, sunken, and overall stretched too thin.

      “The beetles?” Rose asked, but the look in her eyes said she already knew the answer.

      Gila nodded. “Yeah. Which means it has to be a trap of some kind. It wouldn’t be the Pirates. Why kill off your clientele? Maybe not Brunwyn’s, but definitely someone who wants that power source all to themselves.”

      But who? He reached out into the glow of the local power grid. Even unstable as it was, he could use it as a momentary boost. He became the spider, and in seconds he could feel a group of soldier-types on the web. He saw their cyberware, their smartgun links, their hardline communication links.

      It was difficult, though. Like eavesdropping in a rocker concert. The surging, uneven power source was muffling the signals around him, but he could tell where they were, even if he couldn’t get much in the way of information about them.

      “We go slow. We go quiet. We know these guys aren’t the Pirates Brunwyn thought they were, and I doubt they’ll bug out when the generator goes down. So we need to deal with them before we zero out the device.” Gilabyte thumbed off his Model 100’s safety and drew his blade. He was careful not to completely call in his resonance, as it was allowing him to keep tabs on the five threats upstairs as well as monitor the ascent of the lift. “Let’s do this.”

      There were rows of doors, a few end tables, and a lot of drywall dust from ongoing renovations. Unlike the other floors, there was an open, luxuriously carpeted staircase leading up—the true dividing point between the penthouses and the rest of the Dom’s renters.

      But there was also…music.

      It stunned Gilabyte, the heavy metal album being played loudly upstairs. When they first set foot on the floor it was there, but only now—after the shock of the massacred addicts—was it clear what it was. While it meant they didn’t have to try and be nearly stealthy, it was another part of the energized, civilized world he’d had forgotten in the last few days. He wasn’t a big fan of the harsh chords and eardrum-raking vocals, but just feeling any form of recorded music gave him chills.

      They crossed the corridor in a hurry, turning in to the stairwell leading up to the forty-first floor. When they got to the top few stairs, they sank to their bellies and lizard-crawled up the last few risers. At the edge of the landing onto forty-one, they paused and took in the scene.

      The forty-first floor was truly unfinished. Exposed brickwork, hanging conduits, scattered tools…it was as if the construction team just dropped everything they were doing and left when the blackout happened. Which, in all consideration, was probably what happened.

      No bodies, though. Gila noted. Means they rounded ’em up and took ‘em to forty for the execution.

      The safety runners were lit, but so were a few stands of work lights. Around the centermost column, just a few meters away from the stairs, was a cluster of fiber optics, wire harnesses, strange-looking polymer boxes and devices, all knotted together at the center of several 50-gallon drums, and sprinkled with monitors and softly glowing LED readers.

      That nightmare contraption is exactly what Geraldo described. It’s the eternal torture device for sprites—and the source of this local power boost.

      Lounging in outdoorsman folding chairs, listening to the music emanating from a small black sphere plugged into the central device, were four uniformed guards. Two bulked-out orks pushed the limits of their uniforms, along two similarly ’chem-roided-out humans. A few SMGs, one tricked out Roomsweeper, and western-slung Ruger were all within their reach—but thankfully none were remotely at the ready.

      Lying all around them in various states of bodily disarray, were a half-dozen mismatched street folk. They were haphazardly armed, mostly with toolkits and commlink monitors, but all quite dead. Some looked like they might have gone down in a likely short combat, but most had execution written all over them.

      The Pirates. Gilabyte was a little let down that Rose and he hadn’t gotten to dispatch a little justice here, but he was still glad someone had taken these scumbags out—even if it was just to steal their sadistic juice generator.

      Gilabyte could feel the searching wireless signal on a set of cyberspurs on the blond human, plus a steady incoming monitor feed. He’s probably the one controlling the generator, he thought. You’re first, Blondie.

      He signaled to Rose that he was going after Blondie; she indicated and claimed one of the orks in response. Gilabyte nodded and took aim. If these guys were as hardwired as they felt and as tough as they looked, their opening offensive would need a few good shots to hit home in order to even the odds.

      Wait for it. The elevator was almost to the landing.

      Just as he was about to squeeze the trigger, the dark-haired human reached over and switched off the music.

      Almost there…

      “Shh!” he barked at the orks, putting two fingers to a small commlink in his ear. “Herc, Silo…shut it down, I’m getting somethin’!”

      You hear the lift coming, don’t you? Gila grinned, his plan coming together perfectly, despite the change of target.

      “Banshee’s incoming!” The DomSec’s surveillance affirmed it—Gilabyte’s ride home was on its way. “Get ready for company!”

      What?!? Gila gasped. The Banshee is early! It’s expecting low class Pirates at best, not these guys! I can’t let these metalheads frag up my ride!

      With a single forceful surge of his resonance—far stronger than what he told Rose he would be using—the elevator rammed up the last half of floor. With the screech of metal and emergency brakes it collided to the top safety springs and buckled outward, bending the top floor furnishings and sending a plume of drywall dust shooting out from between the closed elevator doors.

      Gila’s elven reflexes strobed his finger across the trigger and the Model 100 barked out a burst of gunfire. Half of Blondie’s face disappeared in a cloud of pink mist. Before the rest of his team even knew what happened, Rose had also sent two heavy caliber rounds their way. One slammed into an ork as he was bending down to grab his weapon; the other went wide and split a sparking hole in one of the polymer containers of the generator.

      Before Blondie’s body even hit the floor, the rest of his squad—even the ork with the brand-new sucking chest wound—went diving for cover. “Contact! Contact!”

      A shower of sparks like a sideways fountain firework came spurting out of the bullet hole Rose left in the generator’s odd box. One of the soldiers saw the display and rolled from one unfinished pillar to another—just to get farther away from the light show.

      They’re afraid of the generator? Gila questioned. Then why would they stay here with it? They already geeked the Pirates… what would they be waiting for?

      “Watch it!” they bellowed. “You tryin’ to flattop the whole floor?”

      Then Gilabyte felt it.

      “HELP!!”

      The feeling had a voice, and it was screaming for help.

      “TRAPPED!!”

      He knew right away what it was: the sprite trapped inside the machine. It was mad. Hurting. Insane from constantly trying to coalesce back into the aether, but being blocked by the device. That thing, whoever put it together, was exactly one of those sprite torture batteries the hobgoblin had explained to them.

      “FREE US!!”

      Us? There’s more than one sprite in there!

      “You drekhead scum!” Rose shouted. “Let them go!”

      She’s feels them, too! Gila felt bittersweet about it. He hated that Rose could feel what he could, but he was glad that he wasn’t alone in it, either.

      The squad was beginning to send back some return volleys. Some toward the elevator, some to the stairs, but all somewhat erratic and designed to be suppressive instead of precise.

      “What the frag’re you jawin’ about, braincase?” shouted the dark-haired squad leader, diving for cover further away from the fountain of generator sparks.

      “I don’t think they know what they’re really sittin’ on, Rose,” Gilabyte said in between the staccato impacts of SMG rounds along the edge of the floor and the bannisters, less than a meter from him. “But they sure are afraid of it poppin’ off.”

      “Can we free the pixie before it blows up?” She sent a couple more rounds over the top stair without looking, then paused to drop a speed-loader into her cylinder.

      “I know three angry bastards who probably can.”

      It was a risk, but he felt it was probably worth it. Pulling his resonance off of the webwork and using it to call up his three most destructive little friends—Pry, Pull, and Yank. In half a breath, the red swirling masses of his Brute Squad hovered in front of him on the gridscape. They were ecstatic, licking the energy on the web strands with their swarming tentacles like addicts themselves.

      “Yeah, jefe!” they roared happily in unison.

      “There are sprites stuck in that thing,” Gilabyte said. It was unnecessary, but it let Rose know what he was doing while gesturing metaphysically to the generator. “Get her out…but don’t blow us all up, okay?”

      “No promises, ese!” They sped off, their wicked, almost childlike laughter filling the aether, utterly unafraid of the bullets that raced back and forth in the real world.

      “My boys are on the job,” he said, hoping he’d done the right thing by involving them at all. Every other time he got his sprites too involved, the darkness came for him—or so he felt.

      “We need to find better cover,” Rose said, reaching into her jacket and pulled out a grenade. “We’re too pinned down to get a good shot.

      “Are you nuts?” Now he was worried about everyone on the forty-first getting blown to bits.

      “Oh, calm down.” She pulled the little plastic primer pin. “It’s just a particle popper. Smoke grenade. A Boxing Day gift from Luna.”

      She lobbed it up and over the lip of the stairs. It let out a loud hiss and then an echoing phump.

      Gola watched as the whole stretch of landing was filled with thick, syrupy blue smoke.

      Smart move. Within all that smoke hung millions of tiny temperature-reactive flakes that blocked the most advanced thermographic vision, and even made some communications difficult to transmit. If those soldiers were going to call for backup, or prepare to blast my Banshee, that idea’s fragged now.

      “Go! Now!” Rose was already in motion, taking advantage of the cover and the chaos to run onto the floor and find someplace with a good vantage point. Gilabyte sprinted to the opposite side of the floor, putting their targets in a crossfire.

      Meanwhile, Gilabyte’s three angry sprites had managed to not only figure out how to get the sprite-based battery open, but were already happily peeling back the protective layers surrounding the trapped little techno-spirit.

      Feels good to have a grid again, huh boys?

      The Brute Squad roared as they yanked the last layer off the storage container. There was a corona of arcs and jolts of white-hot electricity as the inhabitants of the battery’s prison compartment burst free. Surrounded by the coruscating energy swirl was a small, pulsating orb of a sprite—its signature weak, but stable. It made a harmonic trilling sound and then rocketed away, likely toward a technomancer somewhere in the metroplex who’d been missing them terribly.

      But the crackling sparks remained. Or rather…the sparks coalesced into an impish shape made up of barely contained electricity.

      A lightning elemental! Gila’s eyes widened to the limits of his sockets. It wasn’t a sprite at all! That had to be excruciating for them both!

      They were dangerous when they were under someone’s control, let alone driven mad by being bound in a spiritual battery with a conflicting type of entity.

      Excited to be finally free of its spiritual prison and driven half-mad from countless trips on the same circular circuits, the elemental scanned its surroundings, looking for a target for its rage. As it did so, the nimbus of light flickering off of it pushed the gloom of the smoke away, creating a window where Gila could see it quite clearly.

      Gotta help it make up its mind…

      Gilabyte put all of his might into throwing his combat blade. It was made for up close fighting, but it flipped end over end five full revolutions before is sank into the ork’s shoulder. It wasn’t a killing blow—but it wasn’t supposed to be.

      “AAARGH!” the ork bellowed in agony when the elemental dove into the blade like it was a lightning rod. The charge passed through armor and cyber-protection with ease, finding their nervous system and dancing across it before it erupted up and out again. The ork flopped about on the ground like a fish out of water for only a moment, but then they laid still and smoking.

      “Hawk, Silo’s down!” The ork still standing cried out and rattled off a burst of submachine gun fire into the thick, hanging smoke. The rounds hit nothing, but he continued to fire nonetheless.

      Spinning frantically in circles, the lighting spirit turned its attention toward Gila—but only for a moment. Like an animated image being comically sucked up into an oversized vacuum, the elemental fought against an unseen force before soaring up through the aetheric sky—toward and into the sliding inky creature steadily winging its way toward them.

      We’ve been at it too long, he thought. And now the Grim Reaper comes calling.

      Gilabyte mentally grabbed the weblines connecting him and the Brute Squad and yanked them back into his resonance like three dangling fish on an angler’s rig, absorbing all but the smallest amount of his resonance again.

      “Pull back!” The leader shouted over Rose’s booming return fire. “Evac in T-minus ten!”

      They’re going to try and steal my ride! If they hijack the Banshee, who knows when I’ll actually get out of Toronto—megacorp backing or not.

      Taking aim from a new angle around the edge of the smoke, Gilabyte put a trio of rounds into the ork’s hip. Not a terribly lethal blow, but a hindrance nonetheless.

      You ain’t stealin’ my ride!

      The shots did reveal his position, however, allowing the ork to return fire. The pillar caught most of the burst, but one flechette punched through Gilabyte’s lightly armored jacket and unzipped the muscle from the bone. Spurts of blood, from the entrance and exit wounds on either side of his arm, were the only visible impacts. Pain flooded his whole left side, and his arm immediately fell useless to his side, a hot flow of blood running down his arm to soak his glove and drip from numb fingertips.

      “Frrraaag…” Gilabyte wanted to push against the pain, do more to stop them from stealing his exit from this hellscape, but his survival instincts had him rolling fully behind the pillar for better cover.

      “Gila!” Rose shouted, her revolver sending the squad leader into a dodging roll. “You still with us?”

      “I’m hit, but it’s nothin’,” he lied, voice strained from the pain. “We can’t let them get to the Banshee!”

      “Gila…byte?” the ork growled. “Is that you, bruja?”

      Bruja? Gilabyte suddenly realized what could be happening here. Are these Midknight Inc? Are they here for me? They must’ve tracked me through the Grid Pirates Tyson and I did in at the Leone? Frag!

      Rose squeezed off the remaining rounds in her cylinder with a few final clicks. One found its mark, punching into the back of the ork’s head. The merc pitched forward, dead before he hit the ground.

      There was no time for celebration, however. The roar of engines outside—accompanied by a blast of wind coming down the access stairs with enough strength to blast open the doors to the roof and completely disperse the smoke—announced the Banshee’s arrival. The whole ceiling vibrated with the vehicle’s idling engines.

      With Gilabyte wounded, Rose out of ammo, and all but one merc still standing in the fight, the Banshee showing up changed the rules of engagement immediately.

      Everyone must have had the same thought: Get to the landing pad!

      Gilabyte tried to fight past the pain as he rolled to his feet and headed to the stairs. He dropped his gun to hold his dangling arm. It hurt less when he moved if it didn’t flap around.

      Rose ran to meet up with Gilabyte before heading up, eyes wide at the amount of blood he was losing.

      The merc was already halfway up the stairs. “It’s skragged bad down there!” he shouted up the stairwell. “The elf—”

      Heavy autocannon fire from the top punched a dozen fist-sized holes through the man, spraying his insides all over while sending his broken ragdoll of a body tumbling back down the stairwell.

      “Duhnkie’s balls!” Rose’s profanity said it all.

      “Whoa!” Gilabyte flinched away from the heavy weapon’s fire. And THAT is why you don’t mess with the megacorps… damn!

      “Safe now.” Baritone, the familiar Saeder-Krupp ork muscle, stepped down the first few steps to come into view. Clad in his corporate plastic-alloy armor, he had a massive Panther attack rig strapped to his waist and swung it to one side on a gyro mount. “All clear.”

      “Mr. Torres!” Brunwyn’s voice yelled out over the drone of the Banshee’s engines. “Are you all right? Miss Dubois?”

      Brunwyn? Why, why is she here? She rode in personally?

      “Y-yeah! Yeah, I’m here! We’re here!” Gilabyte limped his way up the stairs, Rose a stride behind to make sure he didn’t collapse from blood loss. He tiptoed through the modern art painting of blood and body parts littering the floor, and glanced down to see a scrap of uniform that did indeed have the familiar moon-and-sword sigil of Midknight Incorporated.

      They came here for me.

      “Mr. Baritone,” said Brunwyn, “please get Miss Dubois’ package and prep the aircraft for Mr. Torres’ departure.” She was wrapped loosely in a flapping gray overcoat belted at the waist, her silvery executive suit beneath somehow even more regal in the blowing rooftop wind. Her hair was back in its long braid, blowing to one side like the tail of a mythical beast. She saw Gilabyte’s wounded arm and grimaced. “Oh! Get the medical kit ready, as you will be helping Mr. Torres with his injury en route.”

      “Thanks.” Gilabyte stepped past her, seeing the hulking shape of the Banshee waiting for him, side doors open, the fully illuminated passenger cabin within. “Rose is right behind me. They knew I was coming. It was—” He looked over his shoulder at the dryad to verify his own words. But they were caught in his throat when he looked past her toward the Grid Pirates’ machine.

      The chest-wounded, electrified ork he’d assumed dead had crawled through the carnage to rest against one of the 50-gallon drums stamped DANGER: COMBUSTIBLE. Their eyes little more than blisters in their head, they pulled up a red-striped cannister and thumbed its activator. “Frag… you…”

      “PEPPERMINTS!” Gilabyte screamed Rose’s all-around safe word at her and dove up onto the roof, trying not to land on his maimed arm.

      FOOMPH-FWOOOOSH!

      The ork’s detonator ignited the chemical cocktail inside the barrels and the forty-first floor of the Dom was immediately engulfed in hot blue flame. It moved across the room like a tsunami, washing over everything in its way, until it struck the far wall and doubled back upon itself. The blast carried a column of fiery death up the stairwell.

      Gilabyte felt the heat and flame roll over him, catching the edges of his clothing, singing his hair and blistering some of his exposed skin. The combustion pulled the air from his lungs, and he fought to catch his breath.

      Be alive! Not again! This can’t be happening again. Be there, dammit!

      He reached out mentally, feeling the devastation below, and his resonance picked up the tiniest current of hers, only recognizable because of how close they had been in the last few days. But it was fading.

      Hold on, Rose…

      Brunwyn pulled him to his feet to look him in the eyes, and he was shocked to see the executive not so much as even smoking from the blast. It was as if it didn’t even touch her. “Get to safety. You have to leave.”

      “She’s alive,” Gilabyte choked out, pointing with his good arm to the inferno below. “She…she’s still alive…”

      “Look!” Brunwyn pointed to the sky, her eyes shining gold with mystical sight.

      Oh no. It’s here.

      Circling the top of the building half in the aetheric and now suddenly half coalesced into the physical world, was a huge bat-like thing with pulsating eyes of prismatic tones and flesh like an oil spill upon the sky.

      “If that thing manifests, you’re going nowhere.” She turned him toward the Banshee, her grip unbelievably strong and her eyes still alight with golden fire. “You’ve done well here, Torres. Your contract is fulfilled. I will stay and help her, but you must go. We will get her the help she needs. I take care of my contractors. Now go!” A shove sent him stumbling into the open doors of the aircraft.

      But Rose!

      “Strahp in.” Baritone helped the elf onto the crash couch, then pounded his fist on the ceiling of the passenger cabin to signal the pilot for liftoff. The cabin door hissed shut, and internal lighting switched to low-penetrating crimson. Baritone immediately began to tend Gilabyte’s wounds. “I’ve goht you.”

      I’ll be back for you, Rose. He promised, sending one last pulse of positivity through their resonance before the impending pain meds would make things hazy. Hang in there.

      When its VTOL engines roared to life, G-forces pressed Gilabyte into the soft seat. The numbness spreading from the trauma patch Baritone slapped onto his shoulder spread like a cool jelly outward. Before the secondary injection stole his consciousness so Baritone could start treating him, Gilabyte looked out the window and watched as the Toronto skyline grew smaller.

      Even slowly fogging over from the drugs, he could see fires in skyscraper windows, so few blinking lights in a city blanketed in darkness. Smoke curled up from dozens, hundreds of places ablaze from people trying to survive. The further they got, the more of the metroplex vanished into the blackness of the early morning.

      Gilabyte looked at the massive ork currently administering first aid and smiled, hoping Rose would be getting even better work done because…What did Brunwyn say? Because they take care of their contractors. He patted the huge satchel full of his payment with numb fingers, then put those fingers to his armadillo necklace.

      Roll Out, Lunatech? It’s up to you guys, now. You see Rose comin’ to the pearly gates?

      He slowly faded into the warm arms of the morphenol.

      Kick her ass back down here, okay?
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      Brunwyn watched the Banshee roar off the helipad, gusts from the engines blasting open her coat and snapping her hair like a bullwhip behind her. The gray aircraft and its blinking orange safety lights grew smaller as it rocketed away.

      The promitto serviet had been fulfilled. Her reputation and the corporation’s would remain safe. Her brother would not be made aware of any mistaken dealings, and they would have the perfect den to call home here in the collective penthouses of the Dominion Building.

      The ley lines below made it perfect.

      “The dryad is almost gone… give her to me!” The dark spirit looming overhead hissed through the aether into Brunwyn’s mind.

      She turned to look down the stairs into the swirling inferno of the forty-first floor, then back up at the batlike, demonic thing. “I’ve wagered and arranged for too much to let this opportunity pass, Camatotz.” She snarled up at the spirit, unafraid in the slightest. “I appreciate everything you have been doing, but this one is mine. Go back to your Lodge and your cultists. You know better than to cross us.”

      “As you say… for now.” Like smoke, it broke into wisps of nothingness, floating away on the high-altitude winds that whipped around the rooftop.

      Heedless of the flames, Brunwyn slowly descended. The fire licked at her clothing, but couldn’t damage that which was actually made of arcana and mysticism. The fire wrapped around her feet and legs like she was a strolling at the beach, beautiful waves of orange and yellow crashing against her.

      “Hellllp…” the tiniest voice mewled from behind a pile of scorched faux wood and molten plastic.

      “Yes.” Brunwyn’s voice became a hissing echo. “We take care of our contractors, with honor and duty deserved.”

      With a mighty roar, Brunwyn unfolded, expanded, and uncoiled. She vanished and the dragon appeared. Her silver-scaled body filled the landing. Her long, sparkling tail wrapped around the staircase, and wings stretched out like shimmering quicksilver sheets across the floor. She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with every flickering tongue of flame, leaving behind only wisps of smoke and the soot from all that had been burned.

      Moving debris aside with a pair of talons pinching gracefully like forceps, the dragon Brunwyn revealed Rose’s crippled, burned, and broken body. In a horrifying paradox to her normal green of springtime life, it was black all over, except for the red stretches where the char had cracked.

      “I’ve got you now, my dear,” Brunwyn purred, exhaling magic into the broken dryad like one would blow gently over soup too hot to enjoy. It seeped into her, keeping her alive despite such devastating wounds. “We’re going to make you all better. We have needed a technomancer like you for all too long.”

      Brunwyn whispered words no mortal being could know. There was a flash of magic in her eyes, and a milky cloud of wings and smoke boiled into being. At the cloud’s center hung a pair of reptilian green eyes.

      Yesss? the cloud asked.

      “Inform my brother Lofwyr.” Brunwyn’s voice was firm and powerful, causing ripples in the spirit’s smoky form. “Prepare the Montreal lab for my arrival by sunrise. I have arranged for the perfect candidate for the technomantic reactor.”
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        Watters Creek Blocks—The Longhorn Division Office Stack

        Plano, Dallas Metroplex

        15th December 2080, 1230 hrs

      

      

      The door to his Johnson’s office swung open, Jacques’ big boot popping the meager magnetic seal with a single kick.

      “Hey there, Aiden.” Gilabyte used his Johnson’s real first name. It was the first time he had ever done it, or felt the need to.

      The technomancer’s arm was in a sling, and he wore a partially singed Toronto Maple Leafs jacket. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. He was flanked by the heavily tattooed martial adept Canvas on one side, and on the other, the towering street samurai ork from New Orleans, Black Jacques. They’d worked for him before as a team, so seeing them together wasn’t much of a shock.

      “Gila, my favorite Matrix maestro!” Aiden fell back into Johnson mode immediately. “Where the hell have you been?” He retreated back to his desk, but left the door open as an invitation to the trio. “That corporate card ended up getting flagged when the city went dark, just like in the others, and I immediately thought of you. I did a little research and saw Midknight dropped the snoop after you, so I figured the worst. I’m so glad you made it out in one piece!” He smiled and motioned to the sling. “Mostly, anyway.” Aiden plopped back into his plush chair and gestured for them to sit. “I’m glad you came in. Totally serendipitous. I’ve got people yellin’ for seasoned technos all over the CAS and up through the NAN. People need good ’runners all around, too. I’m sure I can get you all a—”

      “Not this time, Mr. Barrowman.” Gilabyte channeled his inner Brunwyn. It had taken him and his friends a full week of shaking down Chucks, paying off badges, and shattering Cartel firewalls to get some leverage on this Johnson, and he wasn’t about to let it go to waste. “We aren’t looking for a job. We’re looking to take a little post-vacation vacation.”

      “I don’t know how you found my real SINfo.” The Johnson was obviously displeased as much as shocked. “But I’m not a fraggin’ travel agent. So we can ta—”

      Black Jacques lifted a carry-on style bag and let it drop heavily on Aiden’s desk, knocking aside one of his pseudo-expensive chotchkes. He swept open the zipper to reveal a staggering pile of polymer “good-as-cash” stock value transfer sheets. Each one was marked with the stylized dragon-head emblem of the Saeder-Krupp corporation. There was hundreds of thousands of nuyen there, possibly more.

      “Davy Crockett’s balls!” Aiden gasped. “That’s a goddamn fortune. What do you need me for when you have triple-A money like that just lying around?”

      “Actually, only half a fortune.” Gilabyte pulled a stack of fifty or so transfer sheets and handed them over. “I know you have ability, contacts, and channels others don’t. It’s how you line up runs for us. Now, instead of you paying us, we’re going to pay you to book us on another little long-distance trip.”

      “With that kind of cash, real cash, you can go pretty much anywhere you want.”

      “This needs to stay off the record,” Gilabyte said. “Real hush-hush.”

      “All three of you?”

      “There’s six, actually. I left the others downstairs because you don’t know them yet and I wanted to give you that patented ‘Johnson deniability’ I’ve always heard about.” Gilabyte slapped a half-dozen fake travel SINs down on the desk and fished out a handwritten—seriously old tech—travel itinerary, sliding everything over.

      “This…this is one helluva trip you have here,” Aiden whistled. “Prisons. Castle ruins. University labs? All the sightseeing greats. You sure you want to do all of this?”

      “110 percent.”

      “I can handle it, but it’s going to take me a few days. A week on the outside. You still where I can reach you?”

      “Yes.” Gilabyte pulled a file box of encrypted datasticks, placing it on the desk next to the stack of cash sheets. “This info should help cover you and anything else you run into concerning this matter. Use it, spend it, burn it…just make sure this all gets set up, and we’re ready to go a week from today.”

      Gilabyte stood up, followed immediately by Canvas and Jacques. “Keep whatever you don’t use, but don’t cut corners for a profit, or I’ll know it.”

      He waved his hand and every AR window and two-way virtual suite in the entire office switched on, showing picture-in-picture views of the office building, Aiden’s Americar, the door to his high class hab-stack, and even the inside of his kitchen refrigeration unit. “Your almond milk has gone over, by the way.” He grinned. “Talk to you soon, Mr. Johnson.”

      The trio left the office and immediately headed down to the street below, taking a side fire exit toward the alley.

      “Can we trust him?” Canvas rubbed the new lightning bolt ink behind her ear.

      “He’s always done us good right ’round befo’e.” Black Jacques sucked his teeth. “An’ t’at was when ‘e was payin’ us straight, no?”

      “He was there when we needed him in the past.” Gilabyte rolled the armadillo pendant between his fingers. “Even when things went bad. He always had our backs.” He glanced knowingly at Canvas. “But I’m not taking risks with employers and their half-truths anymore. I reckon if he tries something funny, I’ll send the deep-dive on his SIN to everyone he ever worked against.”

      “Fair enough,” Canvas laughed. “You went and learned how to be ruthless, Lexi.”

      They emerged into shade of half a dozen awnings and laundry lines stretched between the two neighboring buildings. Parked off to one side was Gilabyte’s brand new Roadmaster, a purple hideous thing he’d bought off a gunslinging show-off in the NAN. Leaning against the heavily armored street-legal tank on wheels were three more shadowrunners. There was a hard-as-nails dwarf with a draconic-themed cyber arm. Next to him was a tall, half-shaven-headed human with five different patterns between his jacket, shirt, scarf, and kilt. Leaning against the Roadmaster’s bumper was a Californian young man with a floppy fire-orange mohawk and an antique Colt pistol.

      “How’s it lookin’, Southie?” Mr. Smaug grunted, winking to acknowledge he was surrounded by so-called Southies.

      “He gonna line it up?” SINder twirled and tapped his cane twice on the pavement, “Everything is on schedule?”

      “We Southies know what we’re doin’,” Canvas sneered at Mr. Smaug. They had only known each other for a little while, and there was still a little bit of a rub between them. “Gila ain’t as green as you think he is.”

      “So a lot has changed!” SINder laughed. “Je rigole, je rigole…”

      “Yank français is s’dang fancy.” Black Jacques’ laugh boomed out around his unlit cigar, echoing out of the alley and into the street, pulling a few looks from passersby.

      Mr. Smaug took a step toward the ork and the clenching of his metallic fist was audible. “We’re not even Yanks, you overgrown swamp gator! We’re from Old Canada!”

      “There’s a difference?” Black Jacque was unphased by Mr. Smaug’s show of augmented might.

      “I thought you guys were professionals?” Tyson said, throwing his hands wide for emphasis. “Act like it!”

      “Cut it out!” Gilabyte snapped. “Guys, I reckon what we’re about to do is gonna be big, like shadowrunner hall of fame big. I brought you together not just to spend the Krupp’s money, but to be the team I…” He looked at the multicolored Torontonian mage with eyes full of real compassion. “…we will need to do what needs to be done. Our own have been done dirty, and those fat-cat bastards in their gilded towers gotta learn sometimes the pieces of the game can fight back.”

      “Alright, Gila.” Mr. Smaug nodded, offering a fist bump to Black Jacques—which was returned. “What do we do now?”

      “Well.” The technomancer pulled a shopping list into everyone’s AR scheduler. “We’re going to need to pick up some fancy dress, maybe some German biblio-skillsofts, and whatever’s appropriate for celebrating Christmas in Berlin.”

      “Good.” Smaug pointed a claw at Tyson. “Sparky’s accent is almost as bad as his!” He tilted his head—with a smile—at Jacques.

      “’Ed be s’lucky.” Another booming laugh.

      “Anybody know what the weather is like in the Euro Blok these days?” Canvas asked. “Are we going to need parkas for…for…” She paused, grabbed Gilabyte’s hand and cocked her head. “What are we calling this little high-tension fun run, anyway?”

      “Good teams always have good codenames to chatter about on the gossip sheets,” Tyler added.

      “Yeah, I was thinkin’ about that.” Gilabyte paused to press his fingers against his necklace—which now had an armadillo, a flower, and a crescent moon hanging together where his collarbones met. “And about her. Then it came to me.”

      All of them, this newly founded team—Gilabyte’s team—tightened the semi-circle around him. It was going to be a good team, he just knew it. It had to be. What they were up against, there really was no other choice. Be good, or get dead.

      “So, mon ami?” Black Jacques laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. “What will t’e Deep Web be callin’ t’is leh’jundah’ry ‘run in t’e makin’?”

      “Project: Peppermint,” Gilabyte said firmly, the last time he said the word in its context literally burned into his brain.

      “It is perfect.” SINder sniffled back a solitary tear. “Absolutely parfait.”
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