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      Some nights I sleep. Some nights I drink until my body’s fooled. Some nights I can’t quite manage either one, and I sit in my office, half-awake, a Target’s sweet tobacco stink burning away until the cherry reaches my knuckles and I realize I’ve been fretting.

      Fretting, I tell ya.

      Brooding, sulking, worrying at old cases like a dog chewing a bone or a devil rat chewing a dog. I’m not in the world’s cleanest business, and I’m sure as hell not in the world’s cleanest city. What’s more, I’ve got a Transys Avalon supercomputer replacing a good chunk of my grey matter and storing an awful lot of data, a bog-standard addiction to White Brite betel gum to sharpen my senses, and a top-of-the-line Lone Star detective headware suite – enhanced and auto-recording vision, hearing, the works – to make sure I always pick up all of life’s little details. When I get to being all Byronic and dwelling on old jobs and everything comes up in crisp ultra-high definition and crystal clarity, it ain’t never an easy night, I’ll tell you that for free.

      And some nights, when the beer doesn’t cut it and the harder stuff’s too expensive to keep handy, when the darkness crawls in, and even Ariana’s perpetual sunshine dims a little too much, I do what any sensible sumbitch does; I call a friend.

      Sometimes it helps. Sometimes it just gets us both into a mood. Sometimes it’s a little bit of both.

      Me an’ Pink, we spent three, four hours on the line. He’d started the call wrapping up a stakeout before calling it a night and leaving a few drones behind. The boredom had worn at his nerves, and our talk had turned maudlin. Sour. Complaint piled atop complaint, the entire process lubricated by alcohol. That’s how friends work, ain’t it? Something was bothering him, some topic wanted out, and it was my job as a friend to let him say what he had to.

      “You remember that kook with the chainsaw? What’s-his-name, what’d he call himself?” I glanced away and made a face as I tried to remember. “Growler or something, wasn’t it?”

      “Gary Growls,” Pink shook his head, making a face of his own. “Yeah. He left a damned mess, brother, I tell you that much. What was it, seven, eight bodies before he got pinched?”

      “Hell, forensics worked it out to like ten, last I heard. All mix-and-match pieces, hacked to bits, took the poor bastards forever to sort it all out. What kinda asshole installs a chainsaw in a cyberarm, anyways? Nastiest damned thing…worst damn case…” I trailed off, my empty glass clinking against the desktop as I let out a sigh.

      “Naw. Burns,” Pink scowled into his commlink, expression as dark as his African-UCASian skin, “Burns are the worst, brother. Fire’s great for steak, but bad as hell for people. And the smell!”

      “You ain’t lyin’.” I—unironically, I was just smoking at the time—blew out a light blue stream, a fresh Target in my hand. “You remember Devil’s Night, what was it, three years back? When the ’Weeners had that stash of Kamikaze to go balls-out with?”

      He shuddered. I didn’t blame him. The Halloweeners were, at best, politely described as a band of hardy urban survivors with an uncanny knack for maximizing the combat and psychological effects of fire. At worst, and perhaps just as accurately, they’re a bunch of fuckin’ pyro psychos. Mixing their natural tendencies with the street’s hardest combat drug hadn’t done Seattle any favors. Especially not with emergency services already stretched thin, Devil’s Night being Devil’s Night, and a great many devils living in Seattle.

      I swirled a few pieces of ice around that all-too-empty old-fashioned glass, then set it down on my cracked smartdesk. I could call Pinkerton—I could call just about anyone—with just my headware, but sometimes I liked the point of view of having a camera. It made it feel like more of a conversation, and less like talking to myself. He cleared his throat, drawing my attention away from my long lost drink.

      “Hey, speakin’ of burns…” Now he trailed off. I arched a brow. His dwarvish hands worked nimbly just barely at the edges of my field-of-view, and I knew he was tickety-tacking something into his commlink. “I got a case might be up your alley.”

      He meant, politely, he was offering me a job. A hand-out. A second-rate gig Pink didn’t need himself. I got a chirp from my Transys headware, just as politely informing me of an inbound file.

      “Yeah?” I’d open it later.

      “You remember Polo?”

      “I didn’t figure you for the high society, horseback type of guy, Pink,” I gave him a grin. Truth was, I didn’t know much about Pinkerton’s life before Lone Star. “But I guess it makes sense, you and all the fancy Downtown cops up on those little horsies, wearing those little hats, swinging those, what do you call ’em, those mallet-things around? I bet you’re a real dapper figure up there, buddy.”

      “Not the sport, di—”

      “Yeah, yeah.” There went that joke. “Polo. The goat kid?”

      “Yeah. Changeling kid, with the horns and all that.”

      “Runs with the ACE, don’t he?”

      The Alley Cat Express were a bunch of free-running fanatics, walking a tightrope halfway between being a legit business and a street gang. They got legal, bonded, courier gigs from time to time, but mostly worked the grey and black markets, making deliveries, running messages, handling messenger and delivery work for folks too Matrix-insecure (or just paranoid) to trust more conventional means. I knew a few of ’em. The Cats weren’t too bad, as a rule. They didn’t like drawin’ inside the lines, and I respected that.

      “He’ll run with ’em again, once he decides what kind of legs he wants.”

      “Hmm?” I arched my other brow at that. I’d only seen Polo work once or twice, but everything I knew about the kid said he was fast, smart, and tough as nails. His quirky genes’d seen to that. “He lost a leg? Or he just goin’ in for some chromed-up goat-leg upgrade?”

      “Hell, Jimmy, he lost ’em both. He and a couple other kids got burned, literally, earlier tonight. Changelings, or whatever SURGE-kids are calling themselves these days? This whole little group, all Changelings. ‘The Woof Pack,’ they called themselves. What happened to ’em, it’s bad stuff.” Pinkerton’s attention slid off-screen, eyes a little out of focus, and I realized he was skimming over some notes. “Polo, Polly, and Pantherine. All three vics were SURGE-positive, so I’m thinking hate crime. Burned bad. Molotovs or some sort of incendiary grenades probably wouldn’t do this, so it may be something else.”

      ‘Something else’ was Pinkerton-ese for ‘magic.’ He and mojo didn’t get along. It made him squirm.

      “Burned bad enough to lose his legs, but not dead?”

      “Yeah. Torched to nothing, above the knee. Even with that ACE DocWagon contract and help coming in fast, they were in real trouble. It was nasty. Polo’s on the meat market for both legs, another kid died, the third one, she’s still laid up. Burns on more of her body, but not as nasty. She wants a little get-back, she’s got some nuyen saved up, she called me as soon as she woke up. Five large, plus expenses.”

      “Uh-huh.” I wasn’t sure if he was kicking the case my way because it was tied to my neighborhood, because he knew I could use five grand more than he could, or because he thought it was magic; I wasn’t overflowing with power, but Pink was downright mundane. Only way to find out was to ask.

      I cleared my throat, figured I’d cut right to it. “Where’d it happen?”

      He looked away from the camera, like he couldn’t quite meet my eyes. Like he knew I’d hate what came next.

      “Out back of Our Lady of Ash.”

      “They were doin’ a run on a church?” Pink knew how I’d feel about that, especially that church.

      “No. They sideline as shadowrunners, I hear, sure—” He was right, half of the ACE kids do, “—but they swear up and down they weren’t on a job. They were stopping by to drop off some stuff, ACE surplus, you know how the Cats are. Some charity pieces for the parishioners, they say. On the up and up.”

      “Then they got jumped?”

      “Firebombed or whatever, yeah.”

      My headware alert kept blinking at the edges of my field of vision, letting me know the file was waiting for me to open it.

      “And you’re sure you don’t need it?”

      That was my polite way of saying, “Brother, I need a case.”

      “You take it. Your neighborhood, more your style.”

      That was his polite way of saying, “I get paid by Downtown-desperate folks, you get paid by Puyallup-desperate. Those’re two different tax brackets.”

      I pretended to think it over, like I had such a busy schedule I could afford to let a case pass me by. Like I could make rent without a new caper and a quick resolution. Like I was doing him a favor, not the other way around.

      I tried not to think about the church itself.

      “All right,” I shrugged down at my smartdesk display, rather jauntily if I do say so myself. I toasted him with my woefully empty glass. “I’ll take it off your hands.”

      Then I said the dumbest piece of shit words anybody’s ever let slip past their idiot lips.

      “How bad can it be?”

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Bo-osssssss! Are you reaaaaa-dyyyyy?”

      As I finished getting dressed, a glowing girl ghosted her way through my bedroom wall, voice high-pitched, teasing, innocent.

      Ariana? She never sleeps. It’s just not in an ally spirit to do something so wasteful. When she’s around, she’s around. When she’s not, she’s not (and normally I can call her). Sometimes she flits over to Skip and Trace’s place, sometimes she’s off on another plane, sometimes she’s just in the next room, thinking really hard about whatever it is ally spirits think about.

      So, the morning after my late-night call to Pink, while I was bleary-eyed, in need of a shave, and of an entirely sour disposition—my usual charming combination—she was raring to go, as bright-eyed and cheerful as ever. She loved a new case to solve, new people to help, new places to go. She loved everything.

      Ariana’s my opposite that way. She’s my opposite in basically every way that counts. Ironic, given she’s a sliver of my soul.

      I made her. Named her. Whipped her up from astral energy and elemental magic, carved out a place for her in reality, willed her into being by reshaping natural laws thanks to complex formulas and hard-bitten stubbornness. Back in those days, I’d been one of Lone Star’s up-and-comers, a golden boy, a proud graduate of U-Dub’s magical studies program, and a tactical-trained Department of Paranormal Investigation shooting star, all full of piss, vinegar, and an Initiate’s expert magical ability.

      Then had come the vampire, and great big chunks of my power and potential falling into darkness amid bloodstained fangs. Then had come getting fired. Then had come the drinking, the better-than-life chips, the drugs. Then reality’d slapped me in the face real good, spit at me a little, too, shoved me down and dared me to get back up.

      Ariana? She’d been there for all of it. Right by my side, the best friend and partner a soul could want. But none of it had touched her.

      She was left flawless by it all, all shining and pure. A testament to my former ability, a dream put together by my fancy magical know-how and raw elemental power; she smiled like platinum, winked at children with emerald eyes, had hair like silver, skin like gold. All my old power, all my sorcerous strength, all my overt elvenness—she had too-high cheekbones and too-sharp ears, not like my scruffy-ass self, who’d never even bothered to learn Sperethiel, the elfy-elf language most of “my” folks loved so much—and she was all of my stupid, worthless, old hope and brightness and optimism, too.

      She was so eager to tackle the world and solve all the city’s problems.

      Me? I needed a paying gig, and had nothing better to do.

      Plus I knew what I was heading into, or so I thought. A DocWagon clinic, to talk to an injured gal. Burns. Burns are never good.

      But I still went. I still half-assed my tie, tucked in my shirt—more or less—and shrugged on my longcoat. I still holstered my Colt, checked my wand in its nylon sheath, plopped my worn old fedora on my head.

      Like an idiot.

      My Ford got us across town to Puyallup’s northernmost—and as such, most respectable—DocWagon clinic in almost record time. The car had the body of an Americar, but the growling engine of a bulky limo about twice the size. An old friend and I had done a number on it, when we weren’t busy doing numbers on each other, and it was a real Frankenstein’s monster. Turbo Bunny hadn’t yet been a legend in the Seattle shadows, but she’d had her greasy thumb even back then, her knack for getting the most out of a junkyard, the most out of a car, the most out of anything but the people around her. The car was an ungodly brute that probably got the worst miles-per-gallon of any of Seattle’s growling electric-hybrids, but it could haul ass on Puyallup’s ash straightaways like nobody’s business. I wanted to hit the hospital first thing, as early as they’d allow visitors. The clinic wasn’t far, so the drive wasn’t long at all.

      The contrast, stepping over that mantle, was as stark as ever. Outside was drifting ash and dirty streets, every fourth or fifth car a rusted hulk even this far north in the district, every meter of wall tagged and re-tagged, marked by gangers as surely as dogs lifting their legs. Kids working the corners all day to peddle chips, men and women working the corners all night renting something more fleshy but less personal, everybody using everybody.

      Inside? Inside was cleaner and sharper, but no more human. Hospitals gimme the willies, they have since I was a kid; too clean, too white, too antiseptic. Life’s dirty and rough-edged.

      I’ll take the streets of the Barrens over the hallways of a hospital any day.

      It was too early for me to feel like talking to the corp-perfect receptionist, so I strode right past him and his little corp-perfect kiosk. I spun up my Transys headware and let the augmented reality overlay guide my path, sending thought-queries to the helpful dog-brained nodes of the building itself, inputting patient information—Pink’d shared the DocWagon ID numbers of the kids I was after—and asking for room numbers in exchange. Easy-peasy.

      My longcoat flapped as I stalked the hallways like I’d been here a hundred times before, and Ariana glowed and hovered in my wake. Her features, always mercurial, were shifting between a scrunched-nose “eww” face at the too-clean, too-sterile, too-harshly perfect nature of the place, and a wide-eyed “aww” face as she picked up the pain and fear of every patient to ever lie in a bed in this place; and the final terrors of those who didn’t recover, the guilt and frustration of doctors and response teams who’d lost patients, and on and on and on.

      She’s a good kid, Ari. Got a bright soul. I drag her to some ugly places, sometimes. I hate myself a little bit for it, sometimes. I remember to give her an out, sometimes.

      “Hey, kiddo, you remember what I told you about detective-client privacy?” I said over my shoulder as I took a left, then a right, following the imaginary footsteps the AR-overlay put down for me. She bobbed her head. Good kid. “I need you to make sure we stay private in here, yeah? You’ve got to be my eyes outside the building. Go play watcher spirit and do laps for a bit, lemme know if any shady characters try to sneak into the joint, okay?”

      “On it!” she snapped off a sharp salute, shot me a sunny smile, and swooped away. She was eager to please, but also eager to be elsewhere. Ariana’s not stupid—hell, she’s smarter’n me. Smarter’n any human, in her way. She’s a special flavor of innocent, and maybe even a bit naïve, but she’s not dumb. I think she knows when I give her an “out” like this. I think she feels it. I hope so.

      I took off my hat as I turned into the room I was after, finally. DOE, J was on the AR door placard; just like a great many DocWagon contractors; the emergency response company cared about the nuyen, not the name.

      “Polo?”

      I knew the answer before I asked. My top-notch eyeware suite saw to that, even though I kept the black-and-white filters on more often than not, they didn’t miss much; I knew the kid on sight, even had helpful facial recognition protocols reminding me of it. He was a Seattle mutt, but with more Pac-Islander than some; sun-bronzed skin from a lifetime of running around outside, jet black hair save a few blue-dyed highlights, angular brown eyes. He was a Changeling, too, though, and there he took a jaunty sidestep away from standard human descriptors, even more than my elven-ass self. His widow’s peak was flanked on either side by high-set horns, curling up and back as big as a troll’s or a billy-goat-gruff’s. He wasn’t technically a satyr—a Mediterranean-centric brand of the Orkish metatype—but there was no denying the horns marked him as an “other.”

      And normally, mind you, he also had what he called The Legs.

      Even among the free-running cult of the Alley Cat Express kids, he was a runner and a jumper. Someone’d bet he was an Adept once, but I’d eyeballed him on the Astral and collected; he was mundane except for his SURGE-mutation, he even had some muscleware instead of magic, but those legs were all the edge he’d needed. He had an exaggerated hindcannon and hoofs in lieu of feet, those backwards-slanted legs we thought of as horse’s or goat’s or—fancifully, when cybered—raptor’s. They were something else. They were something special. They were something magical.

      Or…they had been.

      “Oh, shit, kid.”

      There was no missing how the starched white sheets were laid across him, how they dropped off not fair from his waistline. Stumps.

      They were gone. Burned off, no mistaking it. No denying it.

      Polo didn’t answer. He was out cold. Instead of any sort of greeting, I got a rhythmic beep-beep-beep, and a long pause punctuated by a ventilator’s hiss. Three more beeps, another pause-hiss. I knew the model number I’d see before I looked up. I’d memorized every detail of that ventilator long before I’d gotten my headware installed, long before I’d dosed up on Sideways and gotten my gene-crafted attention to detail.

      Beep-beep-beep-hiss, that had been the sound of the machines my mom was hooked up to in a hospital not far from here, but a couple decades removed from this one. A Puyallup clinic had to make do with the old stuff, I guess, because damned if it wasn’t the same model, the same rhythm, the same pace, the same maddening not-quite-to-the-beat as I’d heard all those years ago. Beep-beep-beep-hiss, that’d been the sound of my mother’s artificial breathing, the fake lungs fooling her body into not giving up, the sound of her dying slowly right before her young son’s eyes.

      I let out a long, low sigh, sagging against the doorframe and picturing someone besides Polo lying on a cold hospital bed.

      Dad hadn’t been there at the end. He’d been busy working a 24 up at McMillin, busy being warden, busy with corrections, busy with prisoners and putting a roof over my head and food on my table. Dad was out of paid time off, so he had to put in hour after hour at the prison, paying for the treatments that kept his wife half-alive while he didn’t have time to see her. Dad had just dropped little Jimmy Kincaid off and left him to do his homework, left him to talk to a mostly-corpse, and left him to listen to that beep-beep-beep-hiss until it finally, mercifully, stopped.

      My jaw clenched, back in the here and now. I dragged my cybereyes away from where I’d started to busily memorize the ventilator’s serial number for no good God-damned reason.

      I spun from the room, slumped my back against the wall, and sucked in a long breath. I wanted a smoke. I wanted my mom back. I didn’t get either.

      “New patient,” I said aloud, even though the clinic’s onboard AR system could respond to mental cues. I rattled off the other patient number I had; hell if I was hanging around that ventilator, waking Polo up. Lord knew the kid needed his sleep. I didn’t know if he knew about his legs yet, and I wasn’t gonna be the one to tell him. So Polo was out cold, Polly was dead. That left Pantherine.

      My long elven legs ate the distance—if I’d been in an uncomfortable hurry before, now I was fighting the urge to break into a full-on sprint and get out out out of this fucking place—and I barged into the next DOE, J’s room without knocking.

      An honest-to-Buddha catgirl blinked up at me, halfway through slurping down a Yum-E-Freeze treat. She had ears sticking out of her hair, cat-slit eyes, little whiskers, and a tail swished under her blanket. Her ears lifted in curiosity, then laid back in annoyance. Those big yellow eyes blinked at me after taking in my working clothes.

      “Uhh, rude!” Pantherine’s tongue was bright blue as she stuck it out at me. “Don’t they have knocking in, like, A Hundred-Fifty-Years-Ago Land?”

      This fuckin’ job.
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      “Yeah.” I nodded, sighed. “Yeah, they’ve got knocking in, uh, what you said.”

      “So?”

      I pointedly lifted a hand and knock-knocked on the doorframe. “Can I come in?”

      She tilted her Yum-E-Freeze like a queen toasting with a goblet. Her ears flicked again.

      “Listen, ah…” I remembered the likeliest fake name after another glance at the J DOE nameplate. “Pantherine sounds silly in a hospital. You want I should call you Ms. Jane Doe, I gu—”

      “Jhes,” she interrupted, “With an h.”

      “What?” Where the fuck do you cram an ‘h’ into Jess?

      “J-H-E-S.” Cat-slit eyes bored into me with infinite patience.

      “Not Jane?”

      “Not Jane. I look like this—” She giggled, half-drunk on either painkillers or blueberry Yum-E-Freeze, “—why bother worrying about the first name, as long as I still give ’em a fake-ass SIN?”

      Fair enough.

      “Jhes it is, then. May I?” I hung my hat on the foot of her bed and sank into a chair after another queenly nod. “My name’s Jimmy Kincaid. I think I saw you and the other ACE kids a few times.”

      “Mm-hmm. I know you, Jimmy Kay. Everyone does,” she waved her blue concoction grandiosely, taking in half the world.

      “I’m sure you’re aware of Knight Errant’s ah, lack of interest.” That was my polite way of saying, “The cops don’t care when Changelings get lit up.”

      Her ears laid back. She was aware.

      “You and your friends—” Shit. One was dead. “—er, friend, Polo, hired an associate of mine, Mr. Pinkerton, to help with your investigation. He’s asked me to take it over for him. I was hoping to ask you a few que—”

      “Why?”

      “So I can get a better picture of what happened.”

      “Not that,” that blue tongue flashed in childlike annoyance again. I was reminded of Ari, almost. “I know why you’d ask someone questions, duh, to get answers. I mean why did Pinkerton hand us off to you?”

      No humble way to say it, and hell if I’d ever gone outta my way to try for humility, anyhow.

      “Puyallup’s my beat, not his,” I shrugged a little, leaned forward to put my elbows on my knees. “Pink’s a Downtown guy, I walk closer to the Barrens. I know the neighborhood, the people in it. I know you guys, at least a little bit. I’m a better fit.”

      “So you’ll find whoever did this to us?”

      “I’m gonna try.”

      “And then what?”

      “Hmm?” I tried to play innocent. I wasn’t any better at that than I was at humble.

      “After you find him. Then what? What will you do?”

      “I’m a private eye, Jhes. Licensed and everything. I’m not a shadowrunner. Not a hitman. I figure things out. Once I do that, I let you know.”

      “Fine,” she rolled those cat-eyes, ears flopped in faux-relaxation, then carelessly tossed her empty cup away. “So what do you need to know?”

      “Let’s start at the beginning. Pink said you three dropped some goodies off, yeah?”

      “’Firmative, cap’n,” she slurred a bit, tried to toss off a sharp salute despite all sorts of stuff hanging from her arm. “Right on schedule, Alley-Cat-O-’Clock, like we always do. After hours stuff, we just drop it off and scoot, like a ding-dong-ditch when you’re a kid, right?”

      I hadn’t played that particular game. I grew up in Puyallup, ringing doorbells got you shot and running marked you as prey. Jhes must’ve been a Downtowner, slumming it by playing ’runner.

      “Right.” I didn’t belabor the point.

      “So we leave behind a couple strays packs, is all. Nothing major, jus’ some candy bars, powdered soy-dairy mix, bunch’a socks. Figure he can use it to—“

      “He? He who?”

      “Father Esposito, down at the church.”

      “So this is a regular thing?”

      She shrugged, tail lashing idly. “If we’ve got excess goods…”

      Which meant stuff they’d bartered for or stolen.

      “…and we’re in the neighborhood…”

      Which meant anywhere halfway nearby—to the Alley Cat Express free-runner weirdos, “in the neighborhood” was pretty flexible.

      “…then we drop some stuff off, yeah. Esposito gives it out to poor kids or homeless folks or whatever. Good karma, you know?”

      No, I sure as hell didn’t. Me an’ good karma, we don’t go way back.

      “Sure.” I didn’t belabor that point, either. “So you drop off a couple backpacks of charity treats for good karma, you leave, and then what? Walk me through it.”

      “Not much to walk through. That’s about it, really. We drop off the stuff, we start to leave, and boom.” Her ears flattened against her skull. Fear. Pain. “The street’s on fraggin’ fire.”

      A monitor started to beep. Her tail lashed. Her ears flicked back and forth, through a half-dozen emotions. All of ’em ugly.

      “It was like a dragon or a jet engine, this roar. This whoosh. It just filled the whole world, the light and the sound of it. Shouting about freaks and mutants, almost as loud as the fire. And then over it, mixed with it, I heard Polo screaming. And then someone else. And then I realized the someone else was me, and I couldn’t get the sound to stop, and it all jus’…jus’ hurt so bad, and I looked around and didn’t see Polly no more. Not at all.”

      A window-in-view blinked up and I reviewed Pink’s notes while she talked. Yeah. There hadn’t been much of Polly left to see. She must’ve been ground zero for the explosion.

      “No…shots fired? No launched grenade, no sound before the fire?”

      She shuddered, and turned it into a shake of her head.

      “Just the burning,” she said, and something near her beeped again, more insistently. “The burning and the screaming.”

      A nurse strode in, giving me that universal nursely scowl. It’s-my-job-to-heal-this-person-and-you’re-upsetting-them-and-in-my-way, it said. I got that scowl almost every time work brought me to a hospital. I ran from it every time. Never cross nurses. I took my cue.

      I snatched up my hat. “I’ll be in touch, Ms. Doe,” I said, hurrying out.

      As I passed Polo’s room, my damned cyberaudio suite saw to it the beeping and hissing chased me clean out of the clinic.

      All those fucking machines sounded like my mom dying and the silence of my father being somewhere else.
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      The logical place to start looking was the last place I wanted to go. My mood was sour, and my driving more aggressive than normal—thanks for the upgrades, Turbo Bunny, you and I were hell on each other, but ended up making a car that’s hell on wheels—but there was just no getting around it; I had to go visit the Lady.

      I slammed the door a little harder than I should’ve, then leaned against the car to muster up the energy to walk across the sidewalk. Our Lady of Ash, bastion of Catholicism and pillar of the community, loomed over me, casting a long shadow, and wasn’t any more inviting than the sterile, pain-filled DocWagon clinic hallways had been to Ariana.

      She picked up on my vibe, too, and looked worried in that sympathetic way that cuts me to the core. She didn’t know why I was upset, she just felt upset, too, and that made her worried. The tie between ally spirit and summoner was a two-way street, and her anxiety spun around mine in a loving sort of confusion. What was I scared of? Could she protect me from it? If not, was it her fault? What did I see that she didn’t? How could she help?

      “It’s okay, kiddo,” reaching out to calm her forced me to calm myself. If she got too high-strung feeding off my secondhand tension, she could burn half the block down, and that would definitely be on me. I had to keep her cool, and to do so I had to push aside my own anger, my own resentment, my own bitterness as I stood in the shade of that particular steeple.

      To help her, I had to help myself. Maybe that’s the secret to having an ally; being one.

      “I’m fine, Ari,” I forced a smile, tilted my hat back a little like she liked, tried to make my face and body look open, inviting. Ariana-like. “Everything’s fine.”

      “You don’t like this place,” she glowered with her arms crossed, mirroring my usual sentiments as I tried to mirror hers. Her shining features pouted.

      “I don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      How could I tell her? How could I explain it? How could I make her understand without hurting her, without dimming her light, even just a little?

      “Something bad happened to me when I was a kid,” I settled on, almost hearing a beep-beep-beep-hiss in the back of my cyberaudio suite.

      “Here?” She sounded ready to take it apart, brick by brick, if I gave her the nod. That’s my girl.

      “Sort of.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “I know, kiddo. It’s okay. You don’t have to.”

      “’Cause you get it?”

      “Sure,” I adjusted my hat back to my usual no-nonsense angle and tried to put my game face on. It was easier to make myself to go work—tackle it just like any other case—than it was to tell my imaginary friend the truth about how conflicted this place made me. “Sure. ’Cause I get it.”

      She flitted away.

      I strode across the sidewalk, hauled open the main door—it didn’t weigh a half-ton like it had when I was a kid, but was still plenty sturdy, solid wood with a fanciful angelic carving on the front and twisted wrought-iron handles—and stepped inside.

      Old habits die hard; game face or not, I snatched my hat off my head. The pure reflex of it, decades-old politeness only half-remembered, made me want to roll my eyes.

      Instead, they startled open. I couldn’t roll ’em, out of sheer, old-instinct fear. Rolling your eyes was a sign of disrespect, and the meanest old bat I’d ever met materialized, almost as suddenly as Ariana, as my cyberoptics were still adjusting to the dimmer light inside.

      “Ms. Murphy!” I felt like I was eight years old again, just seeing her. Same monochromatic sweater and dress—she only wore color on Sunday—same stern bun in her hair, same small glasses, same disapproving squint over the top of their lenses. Her hair was whiter than I remembered, the lines of disappointment etched into her features were deeper and more wrinkled, but it was her.

      The Immortal Ms. Murphy. Our Lady of Ash’s receptionist—and leader of the choir, chair of the Women’s Baking Committee, head Sunday school teacher, She Of The Swift Ruler, Who Sees All And Tells (Parents) All—gave me a long look, from head to toe, while I held my hat in my hands.

      “Well,” she finally said. “We haven’t seen you in quite some times, James.”

      It had been decades, but she said it like I’d just been late to class.

      “Jimmy, Ms. Mu—“

      “Nonsense. You were James when you were a boy, why would you be ‘Jimmy’ as a grown man?”

      That stumped me, I’ll admit it. “I, uh, well—”

      “Don’t stammer, James. It’s an affront to those giving you their attention.”

      Zeus, this woman! “I’m here for work, Ms. Murphy.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she squinted at me again, like I’d been a non-stop disappointment for as long as she’d known me. Maybe I had been. “I didn’t think you expected a service on a Friday morning.”

      “I’m an investigator. I’m here about—“

      “Some investigation, no doubt.”

      “—the attack. The fire attack, last night.”

      “That.” Her dismissive façade never cracked, never wavered. She sniffed the word like the fire—like someone’s death, right in the empty lot out back where I’d played as a kid and where other little Catholic rugrats probably still did—was just one more thing that offended her sensibilities, a breach of etiquette, like James Kincaid chewing bubblegum or whispering to a classmate during Sunday school.

      “Very well.” She spun abruptly and started to lead me through the church’s pews. I knew which way to go, but she’d never let a random mook off the street—which I surely was after this long an absence—stalk through the church without a steely-eyed escort. As she walked, footsteps ringing out in the emptiness of the old cathedral, she started a laundry list of my assumed sins, filling me in on all that I’d missed in the decades—the lifetime—since I’d last set foot in the building.

      I forced myself to stare resolutely at the cat-hair-bristling back of her drab gray sweater, instead of letting my gaze flicker towards the third pew up, left side. My Sideways gene-treatment had me counting the threads, my cyberoptics followed mental commands to shift color treatments again, and again, and again, my in-vision-pop-ups started to scroll through old emails as I walked past…I filled my sight with anything I could to keep from looking at that third pew.

      Ms. Murphy’s footsteps and steady lecturing disappointment faded into a beep-beep-beep-hiss.

      The rear door swinging open to the grimy Puyallup sunshine felt like my head breaking the surface of deep, drowning, water. I gasped in a lungful of gray air as I strode past her, slapping my hat back on my head, glad to be back outside.

      “I’ll just be a few minutes,” I said. “Tell the Father I’ll need to speak to him.”

      I started across the grass towards the scorch marks, leaving her grumbling about my needs and my schedule and whatever long, twisted, chain of life choices I’d made that left me wanting to poke around in other people’s business for a living instead of working honestly, like my father.

      She didn’t say a word about my mother, which is probably for the best; I’d’ve hated for Knight Errant to have to get a call about another murder, y’know?

      “Well kiddo,” I said to nothing in particular until Ariana materialized, “What’ve we got?”

      She’d done the actual astral recon while I’d run interference inside to cover our legal hoops, was all. I’d wanted someone from the church to give us permission to poke around, it made all the legalities neater, but the real job had been the astral snooping out back, the careful study of the crime scene, the scouring of the half-real planes of existence overlapping our own for clues, for the aftertaste of magic, for an astral signature. Signatures lingered for hours, the stronger the magic, the longer the strands stayed. There hadn’t been time to waste, so Ariana’d done that work. Me? I’d just duped some mortal into opening a door so we could cross a “t” and dot an “i.”

      Ariana’s eyes were sharper than my electronics. Her head held inhuman secrets that would tear my soul apart. She was a being born of magic and will, a creature of mercury and fire and will-made-flesh, able to interact with the astral and the half-astral in ways I couldn’t comprehend even before I lost most of my magical power. I knew she’d already done the searching, even as I pushed my own perceptions over to the astral plane, to look for myself, squinting against the too-bright auras of Ariana and this place of hope, faith, and power.

      I’d find a few little threads, I was sure, but she’d already seen the tapestry for me.

      “Well boss,” she struck a pose to match my own, squinted like I squinted, and tried to sound like her favorite tridshow cops. “We got magic.”
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      “Morning, Padre,” I was determinedly irreverent. I kind of am, by default, but something about this guy irked me.

      “Mr. Kincaid—or is it James?—Ms. Murphy told me to expect you.”

      He held out a hand, and I shook it. I didn’t like him. Immediately. It was time to start poking.

      “Father Esposito, isn’t it?”

      “Christopher Esposito, yes.”

      “Mm-hmm,” I flopped into the faux-leather chair opposite his desk. It was the same desk Our Lady’d always had, but it didn’t look nearly as imposing to me now as it had when I was a kid, sent here by Ms. Murphy, flanked by a parent or two.

      “And you’re an…investigator, I hear?”

      “Yup.”

      “As well as a former member o—”

      “I’m here on business, so let’s stick with the business.” He was no Father O’Shaughnessy, that’s for sure. Younger. Slimmer. A bit of a beard, neatly trimmed, dark brown hair, scholarly-looking glasses. He wasn’t a round-bellied, red-faced, Irishman with wisps of hair clinging tenaciously to a bald crown, no. I imagine a lot of the neighborhood ladies started coming back to church when the good Father Esposito took over.

      “It’s about the fire, isn’t it?”

      “Got it in one, Padre.” I didn’t have a notebook to flip open and scribble on like in the old-school tridshows, but I still pulled out my burner commlink for show. I liked to “hrm” and “uh-huh” a little along with using the prop, nobody normally had to know I was recording everything, all the time, with just my eyes and ears. Tapping a few buttons made it look official.

      “So where were you last night?” Fuck the small talk. “About three a.m.?”

      “I was at home, asleep. Until I heard the sirens, of course.” Back in the day, the church had maintained an apartment for Father O’Shaughnessy just two doors down. “I’m sorry to say I didn’t hear or see very much.”

      “Of course.” I tried to give an almost-Ms. Murphian squint. “I gotta tell you, Padre, ‘at home, asleep’ isn’t the strongest alibi in the world.”

      “Alibi?” He rankled a bit. “Alibi?! Are you accusing me of something?”

      I gave a little nod; not to him, but to Ariana, invisible next to me on the Astral. Esposito picked up the nod, though, like I figured he would. My eyes did their job, Transys purring, subroutines picking up body language, heart rate, pupil dilation. Yup, he was pissed.

      Good. I was feeling surly.

      “Oh, it ain’t my job to accuse anybody. I just investigate. I’ll leave accusations and such to Knight Errant.”

      I blinked my eyes over to the Astral, trusting in my cyberoptics to keep up their work while I was looking elsewhere. Way elsewhere. I watched his life force roil and storm around him, rippling with a multitude of colors and blazing the angrier I made him. That’s what I needed.

      “I don’t appreciate your implication, Mr. Kinca—”

      “I wouldn’t, either.”

      “What happened last night was a tragedy, sir, and I prayed for the girl who died!”

      “The Changeling?”

      His eyebrows went from shocked-high to insulted-low. Energy haloed and rippled around him the madder he got. “Yes, the Changeling. And the other Changelings who were burned—”

      “Like witches?”

      Another flare-up of his aura, indignation. “—who were burned so close to this holy place! No one is sorrier that they’re hurt than I am, and no one—”

      “Could’ve really slept through the fireworks?”

      “—is sorrier than I am when anyone is hurt, and—”

      “Even sinners?” I gave a mean little smile.

      He stood up, red-faced. Reminded me of O’Shaughnessy just a little, then.

      “We are all sinners, Mr. Kincaid!” As his voice rose, his aura flared. But then it dampened, as he breathed slowly, lowered his voice, composed himself. “Some of us regret it more than others.”

      Ariana flitted up behind him, a shining beacon to me on the Astral, and shook her head. No match to the signature left by the spell. I focused myself back on the material world and stood up, interview over.

      “Thanks for your time, Padre.” I didn’t hold out a hand to shake. He didn’t, either, just stood behind the desk looking like I was something he’d stepped in. “I’ll see you ’round.”

      His astral fingerprints didn’t line up to the spell that had been cast out back, no…but the way his aura burned, the way his emotions bled out so deeply, so strongly, for even my faded astral sight to see them so clearly?

      Father Esposito was Awakened. He had Talent and power to spare.

      I stalked right past Ms. Murphy on my way out, ignoring the disapproving glare she gave me. I had a case to work. This wasn’t Esposito’s house or the Lord’s, this week; it was my crime scene, and I was on the job.

      “Trace,” I spun up my Transys and auto-dialed my usual Matrix-hopping coworker as I climbed into my Ford. “I need a background check.”
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      “Hey,” an unexpected—or at least, half-expected—face popped up into my cyberoptics commlink call screen. Not Trace, the human tech-expert that handled most of my Matrix needs, but Skip, her girlfriend. An ork, a razorgirl, and not my biggest fan.

      “Uhh, hoi, Skip. Trace handy?”

      “Naw.” That was all the ork offered, then just looked right into the camera like she was waiting on me.

      I trusted my Ford’s autonav to get me across town, heading towards the Puyallup district government building. I had some records to check on, and I knew the day clerk pretty well. With my AmeriCar handling the driving, I was free to just return Skip’s blank, flat, stare she was giving me.

      “You…” Fuck, this was weird. “You, uh, say she ain’t handy, but you’re not hanging up or tellin’ me more. What’s going on, Skip?”

      “I ain’t Skip.” She tossed her head, pink hair flying. “I’m Skip-Two.”

      I sighed. “What?”

      “Skip 2.0. Or Skip-Two. Like ‘Skip to my Lou,’ get it? I’m cutting edge software, but ironically named after a cultural reference dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, a popular partner-swapping dance that grew in—”

      “Fucking hell, Skip, just tell me what the fuck’s going on right now.”

      “I’m an agent, dumbass.”

      Yeah, that sounded more like Skip.

      “Wait, you’re…you’re the thing? The thing Trace was gonna install?”

      “Yeah. I’m the chatbot subroutine she did install, and my files got executed by an attempt to call Trace’s number, Skip’s number, the apartment number, the business number, or—”

      “All right, all right! I get it! You’re the…the thing. The smartbot or whatever that she said would handle certain searches for me, right? That’s you, Skip?”

      “I’m Skip-Two. Skip 2.0. We went over this once, Jimmy.”

      Out of every half-sentient little miniature-AI persona-bot Trace could’ve put in that file she’d had me upload, out of every version of every person she could’ve plugged into my head to make me have conversations with, she’d chosen Skip. Not some nubile, friendly, elf lady, not some tanned and oiled up swimmer, not some demurely helpful Japanese geisha-gal, not some primly professional corporate suit, no. Nothing easy on the eyes or the dignity, no, no, no. She’d given me Skip. Skip at her most surly.

      “So, okay, I have a job for you.”

      “Fraggin’ yippee, I can’t wait!” She rolled her eyes.

      “Listen, Skip, you—“

      “Skip-Two. Skip 2.0. We went over this twice, Jimmy.”

      “Skip-Two, listen, fine. I have an, uh, a task for you?”

      “Fraggin’ yippee, I can’t wait!” She rolled her eyes.

      “Gods damn it, Skip, how do—“

      “Skip-Two. Skip 2.0. We went over this thr—”

      “How do I make you do the fuckin’ thing?!” It was handy that my autonav was handling the drive, or I may’ve hauled my Ford into oncoming an oncoming truck just to end the conversation.

      “Haw haw, I’m just messin’ with ya, Jimmy. Your Corpsman biomonitor tells me your blood pressure is now within full-activation acceptable levels, so I delayed and frustrated you in accordance with my Skip-One protocols. Now I’m all yours, for reals. What are your search parameters?”

      “Father Christopher Esposito,” I cast a wary eye at the chat-box, waiting for Skip-Two to fuck with me some more. “From Our Lady of Ash, Puyallup. Get me what you can get me, full spectrum run.”

      “Onnit,” the program-person nodded confidently. “Anything else?”

      “Call Puyallup District Attorney Chang’s office.”

      “I have a direct line to him from your call banks dated August seve—”

      “No, his office number. It’s not Chang himself I want to talk to, I need some actual work done.”

      It’s never the ones with nameplates that get things solved in Puyallup, or, hell, anywhere else, as near as I can figure. In the military, it’s the generals who get the glory and the enlisted men who get the job done. It’s the same in district politics. Aides and administrative assistants write everything up, the folks up for re-election just rubber-stamp someone else’s homework. I knew what I needed, and I knew who could give it to me.

      “Patching you through!” Hearing pseudo-Skip being chipper and helpful was almost more frustrating and confusing than her being a stubborn pain in my ass.

      “Aarav Chang’s office,” a pretty gal’s face filled my screen, well made-up, with a tired smile, gently glowing cyberoptics, and a blue hair job that matched her cyber-irises. She shifted from routine answer to a flirtatious purr halfway through her greeting, “How can I—oh, morning, handsome.”

      “Hiya, doll-face,” I flashed her my best smile. “How’s Tobias?”

      “He’s doing fine.” Tobias and I went way back, taken some criminal justice courses together back in the day. He’d married her—Marie—not long after college, and we’d been friendly ever since. “You’d know that yourself if you swung by more often.”

      “I know, I know! But you know how I am. Work, work, work.”

      “Mm-hmm. I know how you are.” She said it so it rhymed with, “what do you want?”

      “Listen, Marie, I need a favor.”

      “Imagine my surprise!”

      That was fair.

      “It’s not just for me, it’s for a good cause.”

      “Good cause, or good case?”

      “Both?”

      “All right, Jimmy. What’s up?”

      “I need some recent incident reports, and Knight Errant’s not likely to be much help.” They’d already ignored the burning last night, why would they have files on any similar attacks prior, and if they did, why would they share ’em with a mook like me? “But I’ve got an attack, magical in nature, targeting some Changelings. Any chance you can check through your boss’s cases for similar incidents, and maybe shoot ’em my way?”

      “Of course not,” she said with a smirk. “That would be wildly illegal and a tremendous ethical breach.”

      “And if I take you out to lunch, and you put me down for an even hundred bingo cards next Tuesday night?” Charity bingo, fish fries, and Puyallup district outreach programs were fantastic ways to hand off donations in broad daylight. Puyallup was crooked as fuck. Nobody kept track of bribes, nobody bugged phones, nobody spied on anybody for illegal campaign contributions; it wasn’t worth it to anyone to bring the house of cards tumbling down.

      “Then I’d be glad to help.”

      “A hundred for me, and I’ll work five cards in your name. Anything wins, you and Tobias get the baked goods.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes. I thought really hard at my Transys and sent data streaming her way, files as riders on the open call-line.

      “Thanks, Marie. Take a look at the basics of last night’s attack, find what you can find, and gimme a hard-copy. I’ll need some reading material later today.” Sometimes looking through physical files, the old-fashioned way, helped me eat time. I was going to have a lot of time on my hands this afternoon.

      “I’ll get the printer going. You on your way?”

      “Autonav pegs me there in about ten. Pick your lunch spot, I’ll give you a ride.”

      She smiled and disconnected. It would be good to catch up, but even better to get handful of paper to help me sort my thoughts. I had another stab to take after lunch, and anything to distract me from it would be a welcome change of pace. Taking a friend out to lunch would help brighten my mood, and that’d be handy, given how dark my afternoon and evening were likely to be.

      Next stop, lunch. The stop after that? Our local Humanis Policlub chapter house.
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      It wasn’t a long drive from the courthouse district to the district recruitment and rallying site. The Humanis Policlub mooks couldn’t set up shop too far south in, or even too near the Barrens proper. They didn’t dare. Their kind don’t survive in the deep, dark, lawless places. They’re not allowed there. They’re not strong enough. They’re scavengers, not predators. Bullies, not fighters. They need to be close to the light, close to the law, close enough to hide behind Knight Errant’s skirts. They want to be able to reach out and pick on the SINless when it’s convenient, but they need to use their SINs as shields all the rest of the time. They wanted metas in kicking distance, but didn’t dare to live next to them.

      No, it wasn’t too long a drive at all. Their chapter house was all-too-close to the seat of government. It had been a small office in another era, older than I was, covered in the same dirt and grime all of Puyallup was, no matter how shining and pure it claimed to be. I saw a half-dozen flagpoles out front, and let my cyberoptics scan them and their augmented-reality shadows, then had my Transys compare their specifics against Matrix hate-symbol databases. Real bastards, these, in both senses of the word; their fluttering icons mixed and matched all sorts of otherwise-unrelated belief systems, running the gamut from native-born stars and bars colored in white, blue, and blood red over to European imports that were twisted runic designs, all right angles and hate. They knew their rights. They flew their flags.

      I made myself sit and wait, reading incident reports to keep my hands and mind busy. I could’ve gone inside, Jesus, Buddha, and Zeus know I could’ve. Kicked in the door, sent Ari in the back way, cast spells and punched faces and kicked balls until the blubbering, sniffling man-children gave up their secrets, cracked skulls and fragile manhoods open until words came out. I might not’ve gotten the Lady of Ash burner, no, but I might’ve gotten a handful of other hate crimes, or a dozen, or a hundred. This close to the Barrens proper, able to go on safari whenever they wanted and then free to come back to hide behind the cops, who knew how much blood these assholes had spilled, how many windows they’d busted, how many houses they’d vandalized?

      I could know, Adversary kept whispering in my ear while I pissed in a jar to keep the stakeout going, I could know everything they’d ever done. Even if splitting my knuckles and loosening their teeth didn’t work, his magic could. I could pry their heads open, peer inside, control them, reach into their memories and just take what I wanted, burning the rest.

      It itched, sometimes. Like a craving. Like an addict wanting a hit. Like a datajack burning for another hit of Better-Than-Life, like Turbo Bunny shuddering and mewling for the next chip. Adversary—magic—was addictive, to the worst of us. The power it promised, the ability to break all the rules, all the laws of physics, the strength to just imagine something to happen and for it to do so against all Earthly reason.

      I wanted to use it so, so badly. Mooks like these, knowing what they wanted to do, what they tried to do, what they promised to do to anyone who had magic, who had pointed ears, who disagreed with them? They always tempted me the worst.

      I wouldn’t be the bad guy, is the thing. That’s the trick. That’s how we justify it to ourselves, those late nights when the sleep won’t come and the bad memories ride in on tides of cheap booze. Against the right types of assholes anything goes, because there’s just no losing the moral high ground no matter how dirty you get your hands. That’s how it plays out. That’s what you tell yourself. That’s how Adversary gets the hooks in you, deep. That’s how a guy gets a body count like mine.

      “Not today.” I sighed out a stream of Target smoke, settling back into my seat and tossing aside the half-finished manila folder Marie’d given me.

      Today was for research. Today was for snooping. Today was for letting my headware earn its keep, scanning and tagging Humanis members as they came, went, took smoke breaks, or did anything else in plain view of the streets out front. They only wore their hoods when they were beating and burning people, or for official ceremonies and the like. Here, just coming and going from their completely legal, completely legitimate, government-recognized policlub house and bastion of Free Speech? Here they were exposed, bare-faced and visible.

      I had top-end facial recognition protocols running alongside my cyberoptics suite’s image enhancement, the Transys Avalon purring away in my skull sending the results—via a few fileshare filters set up by Skip-Two—to a handful of UCAS, CAS, Lone Star, and Knight Errant databases. Oh, my Transys was running Talk_Two subroutines, too, reading their lips even from a half-block away, giving me an almost real-time closed captioning experience. A stray thought had programed it to watch for certain keywords, but mostly I let the transcripts just get logged and filed for later study. I was scanning for known felons, of course, and suspects wanted for questioning about ongoing investigations, naturally, or parole violations, or anything that cross-hit Marie’s hardcopy files that I paid half my attention to. Criminal databases were handy for that sort of thing, and forwarding any pings back to Trace via Skip-Two was part of our symbiotic friendship/relationship; if I came across anyone with a capture reward, I’d tell her, she’d tell the real Skip, and bing, bang, boom, a Humanis Policlub neo-reactionary would get himself beat to a pulp and detained by a burly orkish lesbian bounty hunter. Happy ending!

      But today I wasn’t just scanning for known skells, no. Today I was also cross-referencing positive IDs with a far less public database, one Trace’d had to hack into properly, not just access through legal channels. It was a database these anti-magic jackholes would love to have access to, in fact; magical aptitude test results.

      The United Canadian and American States government wasn’t as efficient at screening for Talent as some of our neighbors, no. Compared to the Xavier Exams in the Tír, for instance, I’m sure ours let a great many would-be-Awakened right on through. Corporations did a bang-up job of it, also, meticulously testing and re-testing corporate citizens throughout their workplace-mandated education, filtering out the wheat from the chaff, and shoving a proper Thaumaturgical education down their throat in exchange for a lifetime of wagemage servitude. Trace couldn’t crack into those databases for me, though, whether the magical elfy-land Telestrian servers that hosted Tír Tairngire’s results—not that I’d need ’em tonight—nor any given megacorp’s jealously guarded magical research data, no.

      Our taxpayer-funded testing might be second rate, but the upside was that our taxpayer-funded Matrix security protocols were, too. Trace had contacts at the local federal offices, and could slice her way past whatever red tape was left.

      My job tonight—aside from a twelve-hour shift on Stuffer Shack snack food doing some real damage to my elven metabolism’s ability to keep my cholesterol levels low—was pure research. I was scouring the local Humanis Policlub for anyone with an Awakened ace up his sleeve, any one of them that might—knowingly or otherwise, there were shamanic-style traditions out there that worked mojo on an instinctual, rather than conscious, level—be our burner. I was looking out for anybody whose aura burned as bright as Father Esposito’s had, who showed that kind of power, instead of the mundanity most of them wallowed in.

      The Humanis Policlub and similar humano-centric organizations were knee-jerk and backward enough to formally decry the use of magic, not just the rise of metahumanity, and basically everything else about the Awakening…but if I was looking for a spell-slinger (and I was), and it wasn’t the padre back at Our Lady of Ash (and it wasn’t), that left two likely suspects; local hate groups likely to target Changelings and metahumans, or pure slasher-joy wiz-gangs, sociopathic knots of street-wizards who were just out for the fun of the kill.

      Some Humanis reactionary would be easier for me to spot, easier for me to tag and trace, easier for me to deal with. I wasn’t ready to completely rule out the thrill-gang angle, but I also didn’t know of any new wiz-burners working the streets, and if we’d had a pack of little psycho combat mages running around, I like to think someone woulda fuckin’ told me about it by now.

      So I had one ear out on the streets—as always—and both eyes on these Humanis punks. From noon until midnight on a Friday, I stared them down.

      Twelve hours of junk food, the occasional distraction of a headware-overlaid tridshow, and the uncomfortable bucket seats of my street-modified Ford AmeriCar. Twelve hours of watching hatemongers and their dupes swagger, jander, and strut through the doors of hell, making their way from perfectly normal, everyday, cars and trucks into a building where they doubled and redoubled their allegiance to hatred and intolerance. Twelve hours of my mentor spirit, Adversary, tickling the meanest parts of my lizard-brain, trying to get me to stop worrying about my camera-eyes and headware-computers and to just give in to my baser instincts, to burn down their whole idiot world while Ariana splashed around in their guts.

      Twelve hours wallowing in the banality of evil.

      They wore blue jeans and tees, a few low-end suits, khakis and polo shirts crisp from a business casual day. They could’ve been anybody. They could’ve been anywhere. They could’ve been cops, lawyers, corp-sec, cubicle jockeys, food vendors, any geek on the street.

      I waded into their filth for a solid half-day, watching and studying and marking them, and I didn’t get a sweet damned thing out of it except a headache and a stern reminder of just how gods-damned dull they were—and how dangerous that made them.

      Just when the headache started to slam into my temples in time with my pulse, just as the Adversary on one shoulder threatened to drown out the Ariana on my other, I got a call. It was Tillman, inside Knight Errant, working overnight dispatch like he often did.

      I thumbed my Ford to life with a fingerprint recognition scan, just a big more eagerly than I needed to. The engine roared in response, and I floored it. The scene was just across town. I whipped my piss jar out the window at the Humanis clubhouse as an afterthought only, not even taking the time to see who I hit. The call was a doozy.

      New bodies. New burn victims. No incendiary devices found.

      Humanis could wait, I wasn’t getting any hits. I had a case to solve.
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      The building had been a tenement housing project in another, brighter decade, and you just go ahead and take a second to digest that.

      Some storm or magical mishap or crisis or earthquake or slow inevitably entropic passage of time had sheared off the top floor and half of the next one down years back, so the city’d slapped up some caution tape and paid day-laborers to board up a few windows, slap chains on the doors, and pat themselves on the back. It hadn’t emptied for long, of course, because buildings in Puyallup never do. In a metroplex district where the SINless outnumber official citizens and official citizens have as high an unemployment rate as we do, no building—topless or not—is going to stay locked up.

      The desperate had moved in, filling the remaining four and a half floors with a background count of hunger and fear that left a sick film in the back of my mouth from the moment I strode in, past the blinking, animated, slick late 2070s augmented-reality caution tape, past the half-hearted uniforms warning witnesses and squatters and scavengers away, past the door that hang limp on its one working hinge.

      “What’ve we got, fellas?” I asked just like a detective in a tridshow, old instincts coming back. I’d been a cop, right? I knew half the Knight Errant schmucks in Puyallup, right? I was working a case, right?

      “Who the frag’s ‘we,’ pal?” A clean-shaven young cop shot back without missing a beat.

      “We—” I began with my schmooziest smile, Transys calling up the mandatory Knight Errant augmented reality overlay for the stern young officer in question, “—Officer Weaver, are all the decent folk of this law-enforcement district, banding together to stop arson.”

      He looked me up and down to see if I was kidding or not. Before he could make up his mind, the other Knight—stubble-faced, beer-gutted—spoke up.

      “That’s Kincaid, rookie. P. I. He’s licensed, might be able to help. He’s normally all right.” Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but I’d take it. “Normally.”

      “Thanks, Glink,” I held out a hand. Martin Glinka wasn’t a good guy, or a particularly good cop, but at least he remembered how to get free work out of a licensed, bonded, agent of the district bureaucracy. “What’re we looking at?”

      “A goddamned mess.” He spat.

      The building hadn’t been anything nice a day ago; this lobby had been a nest of graffiti, used needles, burnt-out chips, urine, animal droppings, refuse of all stripes. Now, though, it was even worse. The entranceway gave ground to a hallway still half-choked with smoke, dirty paint blistered from heat and smudged grey, and the reek of burned chemicals.

      “Call said no accelerants found,” I half-stepped sideways for a burly firefighter, cussing with every step, to spray some white-foaming chemical at nothing in particular. I got a hairy eyeball from Weaver, the rookie, like me getting out of the corporate fireman’s way put me back into his. Fuck him.

      “Yeah.” Glinka spat again, trying to get the taste of smoke and flame retardants out of his mouth, I figured. “No devices found, chem-sniffers aren’t finding any of the usual suspects. No word from any wits about a fight or nothing. Wiring in this section of the building’s down, so it wasn’t electrical.”

      I offered him a tab of WhiteBrite and chewed on a piece myself. The gum was thick with Betel, a stimulant that sharpened the senses—pretty unfortunate in the middle of a smoldering crime scene—but the overpowering sugary flavor and chemically-induced mintiness helped. He took the gum. A veteran move. Weaver looked at me like I was offering him a BTL chip, so I just shrugged and put the pack away.

      “You know what that leaves, don’t’cha?”

      “Someone else’s problem.”

      I snorted out a little laugh. “Yeah, probably. What it leaves is magic.”

      I let it hang in the air for a second, let him remember that to me ‘P. I.’ meant Paranormal Investigator, not just Private.

      “You think it’s okay if maybe I take a look around? Y’know, magic-like?”

      I was going to switch to my Astral senses anyways—a mental command had sent Ari poking around on the magical plane before I’d even parked the car all the way—but if I got permission it’d be easier to use this evidence in court and I could maybe leverage it into collecting a freelance investigative check from the District Attorney’s office or something.

      Weaver curled his lip at me. Fuck the rookie. Glinka had an extra stripe, though, so it was his call. His call, and it was about to go my way.

      Until it wasn’t.

      “What the frag is going on in my crime scene?!”

      Turns out a detective—a Knight Errant one, I mean, all official-like—showed up before I could talk the uniforms into letting me get a good peek. I traced the source of the bellow to a curvy, stocky, dwarven gal, all red hair and sharp suit, a gun and a badge hanging from her belt.

      I could still rebound from this. I had elven charm on my side, right? WhiteBrite bleached the hell outta teeth, didn’t it? I could give her the ol’ Jimmy Kincaid once-over, smile my best, offer her a card with an RFID chip broadcasting my credentials, y’know? I could turn this all around, get her swooning a bit, still get permission to scope out the actual scene, somewhere down that smoldering hallway. I could get some dwarven gal all twisted around my pinky finger, couldn’t I?

      “Detective Woford.” My headware and cyberoptics let me pick up her AR-broadcast name, chop-chop, and I half-turned to put myself in her path. It felt like stepping in front of a damned train, but I kept a smile in place and started to hold out a hand to shake.

      “Outta my fraggin’ way, pretty-boy,” she swatted my hand aside. As I turned to keep an eye on her, I saw Weaver’s sneer. Prick. “And away from my fraggin’ scene.”

      “Detective Woford, my na—”

      “I know who you are, Kincaid. I know what you are, and I know the trouble you keep in your fraggin’ pocket.” She didn’t turn, but she stopped, shooting me a glare in profile, over her shoulder. “Glinka, Weaver, if this civilian tried to get past you to mess with my crime scene, arrest him for obstruction.”

      Glinka shuffled into my way just a little. Weaver stepped more boldly, arms crossing over his broad chest. Rookies were always in the best shape.

      “Detective Woford, tha—”

      “Thor’s taint, Kincaid, why are you still here?” Now she did turn, leaving me wishing she hadn’t. She put her hands on her hips, and something about the tilt of her head made it feel like a clear escalation of force.

      “Detective Woford, I’m wo—”

      “Yes, we get it, Mr. Detective, you know my name. If you got something to say, say it.”

      She was a train. And she’d already run me clean over.

      “I’m workin’ a case, alright?” I stopped the smiling veneer, and only got a word in edgewise by raising my voice to match hers. “Burn victims. No accelerants, no devices. Magic. Like the buzz I hear about bein’ the case here, at your scene.”

      “And?”

      “And I’d like to take a look. I’ve examined what I can of the astral evidence left behind at my scene, and I’d like to do the same at your scene.”

      She peered at me, mulling it over, for long enough that Weaver found his chance to interrupt the grown-ups.

      “‘My scene,’” he parroted. “Those changelings that got burned up over by the church?”

      I gave him the glare I didn’t quite give Detective Woford. “What of it?”

      “Crimes require victims.” He sounded smug. “No SINs, no vics, no charges. No crime scene.”

      “It’s a legal case, and I’m licensed for it. I can share the credentials. You hear they’ve got no SINs—” I wanted to punch Weaver as he grinned a little, like there was no way Changelings could have system identification numbers, “—but I’ve got file work that says otherwise. I don’t know why Knight Errant’s closed it, and I don’t care. It’s my case. You don’t want to help me with it, fine, but let me try and help you with yours.”

      Woford held my gaze, then reached up to tap an earbud.

      “What’s my ETA on astral support?”

      I tried to give her a bit of an eager puppy face while she waited on her answer.

      She was just about to say “deal,” I could feel it. Weaver was about to be crestfallen, Glinka was about to go with the flow, Woford was about to relent and let me eyeball the scene directly, let my Sideways gene-treatment and my headware and my cybersuite go to town, she was about to open files from old arsons, was about to fall madly in love with me and hang on my every word. She was, I’m telling ya. I could feel it in my gut.

      Then Ari came through a wall from the heart of the crime scene.

      Not ghosting, like normal, no. Not half-astral like she usually did, only partially manifested, only partially real. No, this time she just bashed through a fire-scarred wall, smashed through it like it wasn’t there, sent plaster flying and Knight Errant uniforms ducking and Woford spinning to glare at her.

      Ariana held some charred, black, lumps of nothing cradled against her slender chest. She wept tears that shone like diamonds on her cheeks.

      “Boss, they’re so little!” she wailed, wracked with sobs. She held one of the bundles out towards me, and an arm, blackened and burned away down to the bone, flopped and waved in my direction. “They’re so little, and I can’t fix them!”

      In her rush to get my help—like I could do anything with magic she couldn’t, like she wasn’t the bulk of my Talent and power made manifest, like she just trusted me to do the impossible because she trusted me with everything else—and as oblivious to her strength as always, she shouldered Detective Woford aside, which knocked the dwarf clean off her feet.

      The shit hit the fan.
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      I was right in the middle of my heart breaking for my sweet little spirit when Weaver hit me like a goddamned linebacker and, a second later, Glinka’s full weight dogpiled onto me, too. Woford was roaring about her crime scene, Glinka was pinning me down, Weaver had a baton out from somewhere and was raising and lowering it with unabashed eagerness, hitting the floor—Woford’s precious crime scene—as often as me, but smashing into my arm, my shoulder, my head, my side, with all his rage and authority behind it.

      “Don’t!” I held up my free hand, warding off Ariana as much as one of Weaver’s swings. I was careful not to hit anyone, not to cast anything, not to reach anywhere near the knife, wand, or gun at my hip.

      “Stop resisting!” He punched me with the hilt after an aborted overarm swing, wedged an elbow into my sternum.

      “Freeze.” Glinka sounded tired, grappling with my other arm.

      “Ari, don’t!” I felt her pulling at our shared astral tether, felt the longing in her to protect me, to defend me, to live up to her summoned potential and purpose. Her eyes were wide, she was frozen stock-still from my commands, looking scared and furious and wanting me to let her loose.

      She was gonna kill everybody in line of sight if I did.

      “Show me your hands!” Another hit from Weaver, another.

      “Don’t move,” Glinka growled, mostly letting his mass do the work, a canny veteran of the streets whose heart wasn’t really in it.

      “Gimme your hands!” Another swing.

      “Ari, don’t! Ari, fuckin’…stay! Stay!” She wasn’t a dog, but in the heat of the moment, mildly concussed and with the promise of worse to come, it made perfect sense to me.

      Adversary howled at me to do murder.

      “Freeze,” Glinka hung heavy on my left arm.

      “Show me your hands!” Weaver missed me again, reared back for another swing.

      “Don’t move,” Glinka’s breath was hot against me.

      “I can’t do both, assho—” another bash interrupted me, this one almost hitting Glinka in Weaver’s excitement.

      “That’s enough!”

      Everyone froze. Woford had her gun out, a top-of-the-line Predator, pointed at the floor instead of—quite—at any of us. “Glinka, get up. Rookie, get off that taxpayer. You, stand up and get your magical girlfriend to stop hugging my fraggin’ evidence.”

      She didn’t sound angry any more, as she holstered her gun and watched us all comply. She just sounded tired of it all.

      “She’s not my girlfri—” I stopped as she gave me another glare, and promised to look angry again.

      “Fuckin’ keeb.” Weaver leaned low over me before heaving himself up, and my eyes widened, then narrowed in anger.

      Nobody else had heard it. I made myself just get up, ignoring the dirt I’d been ground into, the blood I felt trickling down my face, the way one eye was swelling shut. Ignoring the slur from the two-bit uniformed punk I could kill literally without lifting a finger.

      “The report will show you didn’t totally bend over my crime scene.” Woford dared anyone to disagree. “Your magical girlfriend tried to save a few victims and, in her haste, damaged some property. Officers Glinka and Weaver moved to assist, as did you, Mr. Kincaid, and in the ensuing rush, you all got a little dirty.”

      Her eyes bored into me, then Glinka, then Weaver. Glinka caved right away, too old and tired and used to his job to put up any fight. I held her gaze. Weaver’s lip curled a little, and I wondered how much it rankled him to take orders from a dwarf.

      “No charges will be filed for being an utter incompetent and tampering with evidence, but no complaints will be filed for brutality, either.”

      “Detective, he assaul—”

      “He didn’t assault drek, and neither did his magical girlfriend. And rookie, if you ever talk back to me again you’ll wish you’d followed your momma’s advice and become an accountant, you hear me? Now put that damned stick away before I let this taxpayer take it from you and Glinka makes you a legend around the water cooler.”

      Weaver sneered my way, like he was daring me to follow up.

      “Kid, I see you comin’, it won’t go the way you think,” was all I said.

      Maybe it was something in my eyes, or the certainty in my voice, or the fact Ariana’d floated over my way to hover protectively behind me. Hell, maybe it was just that spike of rookie adrenaline leaving him, or the way Woford had dressed him down and knowing Glinka didn’t give a damn. But it worked.

      He collapsed the combat baton with a flick of his thumb and snapped it back into place on his duty belt.

      Woford tossed her head for the two uniforms to leave. Glinka gladly slunk away, Weaver shouldered me and muttered another “keeb” on his way past. I was pretty sure I hated him.

      “Charmer, that guy.” I brushed Ari away as she prepared a few healing spells. She pouted but waited.

      “He doesn’t know about my ears,” Woford said, giving me an “I heard” nod. “Sees me use the earbud, assumes it means no audio ’ware.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. Why not nail the racist, then? She picked up my question.

      “If I let you press charges for the assault, it means I have to press charges for fragging with my scene. Bad for him, worse for you. You do a lot of good in this town, somehow. You do more helping than he does hurting.”

      Huh. Okay. I could work with that.

      “Lucky me,” I reached up to wipe the blood from my face. “Regular pillar of the community, beloved by law enforcement, huh?”

      She gave me another look. Meta-solidarity or not, I shouldn’t push my luck. Fuck that, I did anyways. I was tired of not pushing back.

      “So can I get a look, Detective?”

      “I ca—”

      “Can’t believe me, yeah, I get that a lot.” I reached for a pack of Targets, and didn’t offer her one. I was running low of smokes, but also short on patience. Plus my head hurt. “But I’m past caring. I need to get a good, long look at your scene in order to check on any astral signature left behind, and those signatures don’t wait forever. You know that, ’cause you already called a forensic thaumaturge. Thing is, they’re not here yet, even moving at astral speeds, which means either there’s some epic magical clusterfuck going on somewhere else in the district, or it means Knight Errant’s decided not to give a damn about this scene, because nobody’s buzzed into your earbud with a revised ETA yet.”

      “Mr. Kinc—”

      “So you know the best bet we both have of getting accurate forensic observation done is if I, a mage who am standing right in front of you right now, get to walk past you, through that big butt-fucked hole in the wall, and get to do what I can do and you can’t.”

      “I wo—”

      “You can, and you will.” Fuck it. I was running out of patience, and astral signature observation was running out of time. “Because I’ve got you on video and audio, clear as day, Detective, telling me to cover up an act of metaracial brutality in order to let you cover up the crime scene of a multiple homicide being tampered with. And if you don’t let me do what I came here to do, I’ll call D. A. Chang right now, in the middle of the night, and attach these files as a rider to my sweet, smiling face waking him up.”

      Sometimes Adversary wants me to go big or go home. I pulled deep on my Target, then blew the smoke, pointedly away from her, despite the smoldering scene and my own affront to her proffered decency making such politeness pointless.

      She gave me a long, hard, look that made it clear this wasn’t over…but then backed up a step, turned sideways, and waved me past her.

      “Thanks.” I flipped my half-finished Target into a murky puddle, strode past her, and ducked through Ari’s hole in the wall. It was time to go to work.
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      It had been a dump, once upon a time, in its glory days. A shitty little apartment where the city could cram some poor people, call it affordable housing, and call it a day. A tenement. A ghetto. That had been a long time back, and it had only gotten worse in the years since.

      “Get out of here, kid.” I waved Ariana away. “You don’t have to see this.”

      She looked at me with her broken heart all over her face, scared and confused and hurting for me, guilty for whatever she’d done wrong when she’d tried to get my help, but grateful that, once again, I hadn’t made her stay. This place would be awful to her. This place was awful even to me.

      Smoke damage, bubbled paint, and soot stains were everywhere, even away from the main room that was a charred nightmare. The living room was ground zero, and there wasn’t anything left there that looked human or habitable. The kitchen had been partially protected from that first blast, but had gone up in the ensuing fire. The bedrooms—two—and bath were all that was left, and they weren’t much.

      One bedroom looked like a sick-house. Rags and stains heaped on top of a bed instead of proper blankets, dirty clothes piled towards the head in lieu of pillows, a hot plate and three mismatched bowls for a small cook-station—someone prepping food away from the kitchen, why?—and a cracked plastic milk crate for storing all someone’s worldly belongings. They had an eight-year-old commlink with a few books on it, a ring of keys that looked mostly like memories, a dirty survival knife stained with old blood, and a throwaway plastic pocket pistol that had four slugs left in it for protection.

      The other bedroom was brighter, bigger. The adults had given them the bedroom with a window, so the kids’ walls were covered in rough construction-paper artwork, scribbled on with pens when their folks had had ink for them, decorated with rough smiley faces, crude trees, sloppy dogs, shaky suns. Their few clothes were folded neatly, the two little beds made well, the mattress on the floor squared away, too. Three more milk crates, three more whole lives all stored up in that little private cube, with craft scissors and stuffed animals, toy trucks, a Knight Errant action figure, a Swiss army knife with a cracked handle.

      The bathroom was where the bodies’d been. One, larger than the pair Ari’d rushed to me in a panic, was dead on the floor, stretched out toward the door. They’d died trying to block the fire, died rushing their siblings or cousins or kids into the bathtub to try and keep them safe.

      It was that third body that told me who I was looking at, and probably why they were dead. The few twisted lumps left in the living room didn’t give any clues at all, and the pair Ariana’d scooped up were too small and too intertwined to tell me much, either. But this one? Splayed out, halfway between trying to hold out fire through a bathroom door and trying to reach into a bathtub to comfort dying children? This one told me everything.

      Ghouls. They were ghouls.

      “Fuck.”

      Not ferals, either, not judging from the neatness of the sad little attempt at a home, judging from the desperate try at normalcy, judging from the fact they’d died wearing enough clothes to melt to their twisted, blackened, corpses. They weren’t the crazy ones, the Homo sapiens wichtusare who gave in to their Krieger strain, who dove into their predatory madness headfirst, who reveled in their physical and mental changes, no. They weren’t the sort to live in a sewer and follow a vampire like a god-queen, they were the sort who encouraged their children to try and draw pictures of the sun.

      Ghouls were blind, their eyes burned out by their infection, every last one of them. They only see on the astral, they only sense living beings so they can track and eat them, their heightened senses exist only to help them feed on the only thing that sustains them, metahuman flesh. But these ghouls—these parents, this family—had told their kids to imagine the sun shining on their face, had tried to describe it to them, and had them try to draw it.

      Kids. They’d just been kids with a disease.

      I made myself stand at ground zero, right where the first blast of fire had cratered the floor—visibly, a powerful casting—and I transitioned over to the astral. I knew what was coming; I’d get hit in the face with a wall of terror and pain, I’d soak in the deaths of these people, these dual-natured ghouls who’d bled out all their fear and hope and agony as they’d died by fire, I’d see the residual conflagrations that had savaged them. It would suck. It would hurt. But it had to be done, to find whoever’d killed them.

      There was no mistaking the caster, though; the initial fire had been started by the same powerful, sloppy spell-slinger that had torched the Woof Pack outside Our Lady’s. With this casting so much more recent, I got a better look. I didn’t like what I saw.

      Astral signatures are like real-life signatures, in that they match up just one person, ever. But like a signature, there’s also more to them, if you know how to look. I don’t have all my old power, but I held onto all my old tricks, and that’s the next best thing, so yeah. I know how to look. An astral signature is just like a physical one, in that it can tell you secrets. Everyone knows John Hancock ’cause that son of a bitch wrote his name the biggest, right? Proclaimed his participation the loudest? Astral signatures can be big and loud, too, or they can be delicate and precise. They can be spidery and slanted, they can show huge hoops and thick strokes, they can be tiny and only just barely show up even when you’re starin’ right at them.

      But most of all, they can be erased.

      Any spellslinger worth his salt—any spellslinger in the shadows, at least—knows to cover their tracks. It’s not hard to do so, either, it’s a basic magical technique of just re-aligning the astral background of a site to its natural state, removing your presence; it’s not fancy woods lore survivalcraft shit that requires carefully brushing footprints in a way that makes a trail disappear, it’s just—I dunno, it’s just washing the dishes when you’re done eating. Wiping a burner gun with a rag to get off fingerprints. Easy stuff. Simple stuff. It takes a few seconds, and it makes an astral signature vanish hours early.

      This caster hadn’t done it, either time. There’d been no attempt at subtlety or stealth, no effort put into leaving no trace. That meant either they were proud of what they were doing, they were an absolute rank amateur, or both.

      I thought about wiz-gangs again, standing there in the charred remains of someone’s life. I thought about half-trained gangbangers lording it over mundanes with their magic, I thought about spree-killers trying to one-up each other, I thought about poisonous children trying to rack up body counts and impress their friends.

      Thing is, this wasn’t that.

      This was Puyallup, and there wasn’t a fucking tag in sight. No gang had done this.

      “Fuck.”

      I fished a Target out and lit it, hoping the tobacco-stink would mask the rest of the smells. It didn’t, just like the ritual of lighting it didn’t make my hands stop shaking with rage. I went through the motions anyway.

      I went to the kitchen, then. The refrigerator hadn’t had power in ages, but it was still insulated enough they’d tried to use it to keep things cool. There were plastic containers in there, the old click-on-lid type my mom had loved for leftovers, but there were more; hermetically sealed bags marked with medical tags. Organs from a med-clinic nearby, or at least organs packed in bags from the place. They’d been eating table scraps, donations from black-market street docs that were part of an all-too-common Barrens exchange program. Damaged organs and other broken goods went to ghouls to recycle, and so did corpses of botched surgeries, or bodies mob bosses needed to ghost, or other unsavory tasks. Ghouls were the street-cleaners of the Barrens, taking care of the meat organleggers didn’t want. They tried to go legit. Tried to contribute to our fucked-up little Puyallup society. Tried to turn their disease into something useful and positive.

      They tried.

      And we burned them down for it.

      “Fuck.”

      I shut the fridge and crossed the pitifully small apartment, checking the door. It had been busted in, naturally, but the scars of the first responder’s axe and the indentation left by the entry tool were etched deep in wood already savaged by fire. The busted lock was still engaged, the ineffectual deadbolt sticking out like a corpse’s bloated tongue. The door had been locked when the fires had been cast, bashed open well after the fact; whoever’d burned them hadn’t forced their way inside, and had—huh—locked the door behind them before casting a fireball?

      “Fuck.”

      I glanced up from the door at the crunch of footsteps coming my way. It was Woford, looking about as sunny and pleasant as she had at her first entrance.

      “It’s not my scene anymore,” she said, and I heard more footsteps behind her, some muffled chatter. My cyberears picked it up clear as day, it was a forensics team packing up.

      “You made the bodies in the lobby once your cleaning crews showed up.” It wasn’t a question.

      “The ones your magical girlfriend smashed through a wall? Yeah.”

      I let the girlfriend thing slide.

      “Found out they were ghouls.”

      “We did.”

      “Got a call from somewhere up the ladder, and Knight Errant closed the case.”

      “We did.”

      “Zeroed it out, like it never happened.”

      “We did.”

      I stared at her, long and hard. She stared back, but looked away first.

      “‘Making the world a safer place,’ huh?” I didn’t mind kicking someone when they were down. Fuck her company and her company’s slogan.

      She flipped me off as she turned to leave. I didn’t blame her. I let her go.

      Knight Errant wasn’t any better than Lone Star, and they were worse as often as not.

      The crowd—squatters, one and all—was already trickling back in, now that the “cops” were gone, now that the Weavers and Glinkas and other uniforms weren’t keeping them out of their own homes, no matter how humble. They had things to scavenge. They had lives to live. Some of them, maybe, had friends to bury.

      “Hey, everybody.” I stubbed out my Target on the doorframe, raised my voice, held up my hands to get attention, but also to show I wasn’t trying to threaten anyone. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      They murmured. They side-eyed me. They thought about running, thought about rushing me, thought about following the herd whichever way it chose to go.

      “My name’s Jimmy Kincaid. I’m not a cop. I’m here to help.”
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      It was late. Everyone was tired, scared, and confused. Most of them wanted to help if they could, though, because at the end of the day people are people and neighbors are neighbors. People want to be talked to. They want to be told it’ll all be all right, and they want to help make that happen if they can. They want you to listen. They want to tell their stories, or gossip—like Ms. Murphy—about the stories of others. They want to share. They want to matter.

      I ignored Skip-Two’s disturbingly polite text alerts that my research compilation was complete, and I did my job. I talked to people. I listened. I learned things.

      I learned that the otherwise-nice old lady from 3-C sometimes prophesied dire warnings at the top of her lungs just before sun-up, and had thrice nailed live weasels to the tenement’s front door. Nobody mentioned where she found the weasels. I learned that the government’s just trying to keep us from doing better-than-life chips because BTLs are a clean high, not like the poison the cops put into drugs. I didn’t buy any from him, and tried not to think about Turbo Bunny and the junkie she’d dated named Jimmy Kincaid. I learned that men are dogs. I offered no argument. I learned that there was a lack of tags out front because the local crew who’d carved out half-a-block from Puyallup rivals only put up ultraviolet tags. I asked if they were wizards, and got a look like I was an idiot. I learned that 1-D was an open apartment for folks to come and go, run by a nice old man who collected a single tooth or nail clipping from everyone that wanted to stay there, but was otherwise “pretty cool.” I wondered—not aloud—if he was a corporate plant, taking tissue samples for ritual magic to track the migration patterns of the SINless. I learned that the girlfriend in 2-B beat her man often enough half the building knew about it, and I learned it was dangerous to suggest to him that he leave. I suggested it anyway.

      I learned that the firefighters had been laughing, catcalling each other as they put out the blaze, and calling it a practice exercise, a field training assignment with real-time crowd control techniques on display; no contract, no concern, no compassion, just using a burning housing unit as a chance to practice, and laughing about it while lives went up in smoke.

      I learned that the ghoul family who’d lived in 1-B was Jack and Kelly, Jack’s un-Infected sister Debbie, and their kids Kelly, Jack-Jack, and Messy. Messy was the youngest. Kelly’d been the one who looked after the other two. I learned Jack-Jack had only gotten into real trouble once, when he’d bared his teeth at a kid who’d insulted his kid sister. I learned that kid was inconsolable right now, sobbing his little heart out.

      I learned they’d had friends. I learned they’d had neighbors. I learned they had people grieving them, not just scared by the fire and the police attention.

      Nobody heard a fight. Nobody heard hollering for a door to be opened up, nobody heard gunshots. Nobody knew of anyone who bore Jack and Kelly any ill-will, nobody heard of them crossing any gangs, getting into any trouble, having beef with anyone, anywhere, much less a spell-slinger. The place had been as quiet as ever, just another night in Puyallup, and then, suddenly, tremendous violence. Roaring about dirty blood, about filthy animals, about the eaters of brethren, roaring, and then the burning, the screaming, the dying.

      I learned how much a grown man will cry when a strange elf in a decent hat presses a hundred nuyen in stable corporate scrip into his hands, and asks him to share it around so everyone can get something to eat.

      I sighed and left the lobby after the last of them did the same, looking up at the big, dumb, moon and cursing it for shining down on whatever prick had murdered this family. I lit up a Target. I slumped into the driver’s seat of my Ford, half-heartedly thumbed through the hardcopy folder, blew smoke out the window, and quietly hated my job. Then, eventually, I accessed the files Skip-Two sent me, finally, now that I wasn’t busy bugging the terrified, miserable folks trying to make ends meet in a building that’d just been firebombed.

      As the data scrolled across my cyberoptics, I sat up a little straighter.

      “Son. Of. A. Bitch.”

      Esposito, Christopher Jackson. Sealed UCAS youth record. Mug shots with bad tattoos. Assault. Battery. Terroristic threats. Vandalism. Arson. Known affiliations.

      The priest—the priest, of all fucking things—had bounced around the system his whole life, and done time in juvie for everything from stealing to gang fights to chucking bricks through church windows. Hell, he’d spent a year and a half stretch in John Duncan’s Youth Facility, locked up until the day he’d turned eighteen, catching hard time for fire-bombing a Mothers of Metahumans office, and bashing in a dwarf’s head with a lead pipe when he’d tried to stop them. The victim had lost an eye to it. Esposito had left Duncan’s with a swastika over his heart, three age-waived charges of violence against metahumans locked in there with him…but a GED.

      His adult record was squeaky clean, though, just like the last several months of his sentence had been. The only hits Skip-Two’d found since the day he’d turned eighteen? Working two jobs to go to New York Community full time, then student loans to complete his Bachelor’s in Philosophy. Letters of recommendation for community service from some Father Campiano, campus ministry awards, a scholarship that helped finish a second Bachelor’s, this time in Theology, then a Master’s of Divinity. Records of being a deacon assigned here to Our Lady, then nice comments he left at O’Shaugnessy’s funeral followed by his assignment as a parish priest.

      “Huh.”

      Conspicuous in its absence was any mention of his power, anywhere. No mention of his Awakening, no riders—even in the stuff Skip-Two had hacked open, not just found as public record—from mysterious Catholic orders of scholar-wizard-priest-types.

      I stubbed out my Target, shot a glance at the time. Late. Too late. I’d had a busy day, but a long one. I needed sleep, and he wouldn’t be open anyways.

      “Home,” I sent a verbal command alongside the mental one and ordered my Ford to do the driving again. I had rest to catch, a shower to take, and then?

      And then it would be time for gyros.
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      Spiro’s Gyros was a staple of northern Puyallup, a trendy lunchtime spot that offered casual dining and a friendly atmosphere, affordable soy-lamb, and plenty of sitting space. On a weekday, especially in the early afternoon, it’d be packed. On a Saturday morning, less so.

      There was still a bit of a line, though, so when I finally go to the front of it—mouth practically watering—and placed an order, I felt bad for asking to talk to Nicky, too.

      Nicholas Petridis, “Nicky The Greek,” was another staple of the community. But it was a different community.

      I finished my gyro a second before the character entered the room, a troll large as life and twice as hairy. He wore an old flat-cap, loved gaudy suspenders, and hauled me to my feet like I weighed nothing at all.

      “Hiya, Nicky.” I grinned through the bone-crushing hug. “Sorry to bug ya when there’s a line.”

      “Mr. Kincaid! No, no! For you, is no problem! For you, I have nothing but all the time! Yes, yes!”

      With a companionable arm around my shoulder, he led me back into the kitchen.

      “You see? The new boy, Pietro, he will take care of the cook for me, yes? It is time for him to learn, and is only Saturday, you see, so the crowd, it will not be so bad! Ha ha! For you, is no problem! We talk! Come, come, to my office!”

      Then—of course—the companionable arm around my shoulders turned into a straight-arm that lifted me off my feet. The thick accent was dropped as Nicky leaned in close, breath sour with onions. His voice was pure Puyallup, coarse as mine, a Barrens brat. “What th’frag’re you thinkin’, comin’ into my place in broad daylight?”

      I fought for breath as one huge hand pinned my chest in place, crushing me against his office wall. “I thought…for me…is…no problem!”

      He let me down, shaking that huge head, scowling. “You come into my place, Jimmy, and crack jokes? Are they on you?”

      “Who?”

      “The Ancients, you pointy-eared prick, you kno—”

      “No! Jeeze, this has nothing to do with them.”

      “That’s what any elf would say.” He settled into a rickety little chair behind his desk, causing it to squeak alarmingly.

      “C’mon, Nicky, you know me better’n that. I don’t buy into their bullshit.”

      “Yeah? Word is you’ve worked for ’em. And recently.”

      “So? I work for everybody. I’m not with them, any more than I’m in the mob or the fucking Yakuza, or hell, city hall. I’m not part of your pointy-eared conspiracy, pal, okay?”

      Nicky was paranoid for a reason. The Ancients and the Laesa were business rivals, and their rivals didn’t always last very long. While the all-elven groups made a killing—literally—bringing in goods from our elven neighbors, Nicky worked the coastline, instead, bypassing the Tír entirely, running goods up from the CalFree state. He and elves didn’t get along. I was, normally, an exception.

      He glared at me across his desk and reached into a drawer. If he came up with a gun, I had a plan. A stupid one. If he came up with bottle of rakomelo instead, I also had a plan for that. It was even stupider.

      He poured us a pair of tall shots. Tall, tall shots. “Γεια μας και οι μπάτσοι μακριά μας,” he said, and while my Transys was busily trying to call up translator protocols, lifted his glass.

      “Yamas,” I managed back, then took the drink with him.

      I told you it was a stupid plan.

      The rakomelo burned on the way down, not because the honey-spiced brandy was bad, but because it was his. Nicky wasn’t much of a cook—honestly, Pietro handled that, and always had, he’d been calling the kid “new” for about five years—but he was a hell of a smuggler and a thoroughly okay bootlegger. Problem was, he distilled spirits for himself, first and foremost, like all the great artists you hear about. And “himself” was a giant goddamned troll with an iron pallet.

      His raki wasn’t bad, and the honey and cinnamon helped it go down, but it was still a troll-potent shot, and a troll-sized one. Drinking it this early in the day wasn’t the best decision I’d ever made, but the upside was that Nicky’d never—ever—killed someone too recently after drinking with them. Accepting his hospitality was a short-term life insurance policy.

      And it’s not like rakomelo’s my least favorite drink, right?

      Still, I could tell the troll was amused at the color it brought to my cheeks.

      “For an elf,” he said with a smile, “You drink like a man.”

      I snorted. “For a smuggler, you make a good drink.”

      “So,” he poured himself another. I held my hand over my empty glass, begging off. “You’re here about work, then?”

      On top of his money-laundering at Spyro’s Gyros, Nicky’s real money came in talismongering; selling magical goods, reagents and telesma, focus items, fetishes, the raw materials or finished products of our sorcerous trade. I’d bought my little cat’s-eye tactical knife from him, years ago, the sturdy folder I kept in my pocket for emergencies and opening envelopes in equal measure. He wasn’t a spellcaster himself, just an expert summoner. That was kind of like not being a great all-around baseball player, just an expert pitcher, though; I didn’t discount his magical know-how, much less his knowledge of local buyers.

      “What are you in the market for?” His eyes gleamed at me across the table, always ready to make a buck. I was a Black Mage, which was like being a universal customer. To talismongers like Nicky, I was a sure sale. I bought whatever worked, I used it however I could, and Adversary cackled over my shoulder while I drew whatever power was available to me from whatever source I could get.

      But only when I had the cash.

      “Information,” I said, begging off again in a different way. “I don’t have the ready cred to buy any toys this go ’round, but I’m hoping you can help me catch a killer.”

      “Talismonger-client privilege,” he downed his drink in one gulp and slammed his glass down with an air of finality.

      I snorted. “That’s not a thing. And even if it was, it wouldn’t apply to a human-supremacist serial killer fire magician, would it?”

      He quirked one oversized eyebrow. Nicky’s got kids. I thought that might get his attention.

      I gave him the broad strokes—he got me to take two more shots in the telling, insisting the rakomelo’s medicinal properties made up for its alcohol content in the first place—and nodded along. He didn’t have any buyers that would fit the profile, but I hadn’t really expected him to, I guess. Why would some anti-meta nutjob buy talismans from a meta? But, shit, I had to start asking questions somewhere, had to start spreading the word through the magical-smuggler pipeline. At least he was paying attention.

      “So the caster, they’ve targeted Changelings and ghouls so far?”

      “And some plain Jane metas, by the looks of things.” I thumbed over my shoulder toward the files sitting in my car. “Going back a few months, at least. Puyallup’s…Puyallup. We’ve got some psychos, sure, and some pyros. But attacks that left investigators with no clear accelerant or device that started the fire? Forensic thamaturgical notes attributing attacks to a spellcaster, and never tracking them down? There’s not as many of those. But still…there’s…too many of those.”

      I sighed, gestured for him to pour me another. “Trolls, dwarves, elves, orks, Changelings, now the Infected. Hell, probably a Technomancer or two, if we dig hard enough. And, if I’m being honest, maybe even some gay folks or magicians might turn up if we read the wrong file.”

      Nicky gave me a hard squint. “Why do you say that?”

      “This priest,” I gestured with my empty glass, like he could see who I was pointing at, or why. “Guy’s shady as hell, Nick. Background with Humanis as a kid, all kinds of juvie records back east, Awakened, all kinds of power, but no records of him using it—at all, no documentation from those Sylvestrines or anybody—and not long after he gets here, folks start to go up in flames? Folks the church traditionally frowns upon?”

      I shook my head, shrugged, mulled things over with the help of the rakomelo and a sounding board. “How’s he just quit that hate cold turkey? Grow up mean as a fucking dog, Nick, then turn it off? How’s he think he can take a man’s eye out with a damned lead pipe, bash in a dwarf’s head just for being a dwarf, do the things he did, and then, what, flip a switch and be so damned clean? So damned decent? What, did he just…just kick that part of him out? Exorcise it, like a demon? I don’t buy it.”

      I held out my glass for a refill, but instead Nicky shook his big head.

      “I do.”

      “Huh?”

      “I buy it. You, Jimmy. You’ve told me your story before, over ouzo, rakomelo, metaxa; things I know make you honest. You started out one thing, didn’t you, and then you turned into something else, right? Flipped a switch? Made a change?”

      “Fuck that. I changed because I had to, because a vampire—”

      “Yeah, yeah. A vampire was mean to you, you lost your power, you had to adapt. Sure. But your magic’s not really gone, is it? You’ve still got it, don’t you, even if you don’t use it all that often?”

      “I don’t have to use it, I’ve got Ari.”

      “But what if you didn’t?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What if you’d lost her, too? What if you had to—what if you could—turn the page entirely, step away from everything Lone Star taught you, all the values they gave you, the lessons they drummed into you. You could do that, right? You could keep living, without any sort of badge, without any sort of magic?”

      I did my best to play along with his hypothetical, instead of remembering my days of Turbo Bunny and BTL chips, the craving, the hole my lost magic had left in me. I let the burly summoner keep talking.

      “If you can reinvent yourself—and, hell, you have—why can’t someone else? Can people only change for the worse, Jimmy?”

      Yeah, Adversary wanted me to say.

      “No,” I said, thinking about Ariana and all the light she cast on the world. It was my light, too. I’d given it to her. I’d felt that positive, once upon a time, that certain of justice and hope and power. She was my will made manifest, wasn’t she, so her innocence had been mine, too, and her positivity. All of her. I might’ve changed for the worse—hell, how could I deny it?—but the good I’d once had, it was still around. It was still alive in her. Ariana was a sweet kid, and she always would be. She was that part of me. All elven power, childlike wonder, basic decency. I’d changed, but she hadn’t. She wouldn’t. And if my ally spirit could remind me of that, if she could be all the best parts of me, broken off and held apart from the rest of me and my decline, then—holy fuck.

      “Holy fuck.” And then I startled myself fully upright, no longer drinking my confusion away with a bootlegger, smuggler, and summoner. I was back on the job. I’d figured it out.

      “Nicky, you’re a fuckin’ genius.”

      “I don’t know what I said, but I won’t disagree.” He toasted me.

      I jammed my hat onto my head, headed out through the still-bustling eatery out front, and hurried into my Ford. “Skip, I need some information.”

      “Skip-Two. Skip 2.0. We went over this fou—”

      “Fuck it, computer-machine. You look up what I tell you to look up. I’m working here.”

      The imaginary ork that lived in my headware gave me a tusky grin—play time was over.

      “Lay it on me, Jimmy. Let’s do it.”

      While I drove across town, she ran searches. I gave Ariana some hurried commands, flashed my teeth like a wolf, and floored it towards Our Lady of the Ash.
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      “Ms. Murphy.” I blew right past her, with my work face on and my elf-long legs eating up the church on my way to Esposito’s office. “You should prob’ly get out of here.”

      “I will not!” She huffed, trying to keep up with me. “James, what is the meaning of this? Father Esposito can’t see you, he’s—my word! You didn’t even knock!”

      I turned from Esposito’s empty office to give the old bat my meanest glare, which is pretty damned mean. “Where is he, lady?”

      She started to recover herself and return my glare, when the Father himself stepped into view, holding a Bible across his chest and looking concerned. A parishioner scurried off behind him, both of them fresh from a booth. Confessional every Saturday evening. He kept the old schedule, at least.

      “We gotta talk, Padre, but first you gotta tell this old bag to skedaddle.”

      He saw something in my voice—or maybe the way I had a thumb tucked into my belt, hand not far from my holstered Colt 2061—that made him agree. Still, he kept his cool.

      “Ms. Murphy, why don’t you go on home. It’s late, and Mr. Kincaid and I have some things to discuss.”

      I stalked back past the lectern towards the middle of the church, where he’d been listening to some member of his flock spill their guts. Credit where it’s due, he stepped up to meet me halfway, didn’t shy away from the confrontation he knew was coming.

      “What’s this about, Mr. Kinca—”

      I punched him in his face.

      “Come on, you son of a bitch!” I tossed my hat onto a nearby pew, shrugged off my coat, started to roll up my sleeves. I had to push him harder than I had this morning, that was all. Push him till he cracked, and the crazy came out.

      I figured I had it figured: reflexive thaumaturgical sublimation. Some people rejected their magic, and hard. Some people pushed it way down deep, and never accepted they had it, so they never controlled it on their own. Some of them went this way, like sleepwalkers. Some of them gave in to their baser impulses, threw raw power—simple power, unrefined power, straightforward spells like fiery wrath—at problems until the problems went away.

      I figured that was Esposito. I figured he’d tried to muffle his darker impulses, and instead they came out when he slept, manifesting as vengeful sorcery, railed against the people he secretly still hated. The freaks and the weirdos, the subhumans, the pointy-eared animals.

      To get it out of him, to confirm it, I just needed to push him that far.

      Esposito’s eyes were wide, a bit of blood seeped into his beard, and he clambered to his feet. He put his Bible down. I smiled again, but he tried to keep his voice mild.

      “I don’t know why you thi—”

      I socked him in the gut, then gave him a quick left jab to send him reeling back.

      “Come on, Padre. Hit me.” I didn’t reach for my Colt yet, or my wand, or my knife. Yet. I had to get him to break, had to find out his trigger that would release the power. “You know you want to. I know you want to. God knows you want to.”

      “I assure you, I—”

      Another jab, flicker-quick. Back in my Golden Glove days, that jab had been a real peach.

      “Father, forgive him,” Esposito intoned, lip split. “He knows not wha—”

      That earned him a clean right. It sent him reeling.

      It did the trick.

      He came at me, then, like he would’ve come at me when he was seventeen and locked up. A charge right down the middle of the pews, a brawler’s charge, a tackle that I was able to twist and lunge with, sending him tumbling to roll on the floor. He sprang back up onto his feet in a low crouch.

      I bared my teeth in an Adversary-grin and waved him over.

      “That’s it, you fake fucker, let’s do this.”

      We tangled like a pair of hungry dogs. I had a belly full of disgust to let out on him, a childhood of faith to rage at the church that hadn’t saved her, a burned-down apartment’s worth of murder to avenge. I let my mean streak out, used my elven reach to get in solid shots, let my anger boil over instead of keeping it smoldering like normal.

      He fought back like the third wolf in line at the Ark, though, I’ll give him that. I had years on him, and a steadier career founded on surprisingly brutal violence, but he was no pushover. He bull-rushed me when he could, got in past my long elven arms, tore into me with uppercuts, knees, elbows, the crown of his head. He was a fighter, this priest, and I’d pushed him past his breaking point.

      We smashed each other into pews, bit and clawed, and I heaved him away when I felt one hand reaching for my gunbelt. We panted, both exhausted, both bloody, staring at each other from about four, five, meters apart; neither of us in immediate danger, neither of us charging right back in, catching our breath and sizing one another up. The church was half-dark, we’d been at it for several minutes and the sun was down.

      The Padre was gone, I could see that in his eyes. Just a mean, bloody, street kid fought back at me. He wasn’t resting to pray, or to run and call the cops, or to ask God to strike me down. He was scanning me for injuries that would grant him an advantage, he was assessing his own bumps, bruises, and abrasions, he was waiting for an opening, a chance to start beating on me again.

      If he was so mad, though, where the hell was the fire?

      Where was the magic?

      When would I learn to stop asking myself stupid questions?

      “FAERIE!”

      The shout came from nowhere and everywhere, just like the fire did. One instant we were a pair of bare-knuckle brawlers sizing up the opposition in the half-light of a dark church, the next, I was wrapped in flames that didn’t quite reach me.

      Take that, Moses. Fuck your bush. I got tricks, too.

      “Boss!” Ariana’s warning came a second too late, but her counterspelling had been right on time.

      Another wave of white-hot flames came roaring at me—from above and behind?—but Ariana, coupled with my own reactive “Ag!” of Enochian countermojo did the trick, muffling and dampening them before they could do any damage.

      Damage to me or anything else. Those had been area spells, indiscriminate jets of flame, not the precise combat magics of someone who knew what they were doing. Esposito’d nearly torched his own church to kill me, he’d nearly—wait.

      “DIE, FEY!”

      The flames roared at me again, jet-engine loud and dragon-hot, and this time—“Ag!” I centered again, drew up the power from the spell with my decades of apotropaic experience—I shot a look over my shoulder as Ari and I ate the spell. Esposito stood there, wide-eyed, gawking at me, as surprised as I was…from behind. While the spells roared at me from this way, not that.

      Not only was he not casting them, he was in the line of fire. These explosive fire spells, they’d burn down the church if we let them, sure, but they’d’ve turned Esposito to cinders, too, if Ariana and I hadn’t consumed their energy.

      “ELF! BE CONSUMED!”

      I got a three-step running start and tackled him, the next jet of flame narrowly missing us both, barely blocked by Ariana before it lit up a row of pews and hymnals.

      “Keep at it, kiddo!” Ariana’s glowing spirit-self swooped and roared by overhead, features certain and resolute.

      A winged angel made all of fire—no shit—twirled and fought with her, a dogfight you’d have to see to believe. The angel seared everything that got too close, including my gaze, it was a swirling mass of rage and plasma, roiling red-and-white hatred given form and energy. It hurt to look straight at it, like a solar eclipse or the bottom of a glass.

      “What the hell is going on?” Esposito stared at me, wedged in alongside him between the second and third pews, halfway between wanting to tear my throat out and wanting to thank me for saving his life.

      “I just twigged to it myself, Padre.” I gave him a bloody smile, then ran a hand through my hair to haul it up out of my eyes. “Believe it or not, I thought you were crazy.”

      The angel shouted curses in Latin as it chased my imaginary friend-daughter with its flamethrower-wings.

      “Funny, huh?”

      Esposito didn’t look terribly amused. There was no faking his confusion, though, I didn’t need my headware and emotive subroutines to see the sincerity of his fear, his bafflement, his shock at all this. It legitimately wasn’t him. He honestly didn’t know.

      “Listen, it’s a whole thing.” I leaned in conversationally as Ariana absorbed another jet of angry white flame overhead. “Has to do with the burning the other night, right? And these other attacks, since you got to town, and your old record, and blah blah blah, long story short, I was pretty sure you had some wires crossed, maybe didn’t even know you were doing it. Speaking of, you know you’re a magician, right?”

      He blinked at me like I was crazy. In fairness, he’d had a busy couple of minutes.

      “Yeah, didn’t think so. Hey! Good news, Padre! You’re Awakened!”

      I leaned back a little, peered up to watch Ariana and the burning angel soar, dive, clash. I snuck a peek on the astral, and nodded. The signature of the latest gouts of flame were a half-step away from Esposito’s, just like Ariana’s signature was a tiny wiggle away from mine.

      “Those are ally spirits,” I said with certainty. “Mine—and yours.”

      “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” he said with just as much certainty.

      “I know. It’s not on you. But that thing up there, it’s all your worst. I followed you, Padre, chased your records all the way back to your youth home and your juvie record. You were a real piece of shit, you know that?”

      “I do.” He nodded. I could respect that.

      “But I don’t think you were ever that piece of shit. You got pulled into hate early—I read your parents’ files, too, I’m sorry for what they did—and you lashed out. Bricks and brawls and one panicky lead pipe, sure. But I didn’t think it was you, burning people. Killing people. Not you on purpose, not conscious you.”

      “FAERIE-THING, I WILL SEND YOU TO HELL!”

      “Ag!” I hurriedly flung up my own magical defenses alongside Ariana’s rushed support, ate the spirit’s next wave of flame, converted the energy into raw power, and redirected it into doubling and redoubling our protective wards; mine, Ariana’s, and Esposito’s.

      “I thought you’d cracked in there, at Duncan’s facility. The way you stopped all of a sudden, y’know? But now it makes sense. I found the date they upgraded their wards.”

      I grinned and pointed up. “You didn’t crack. It did. Your ally spirit. The worst parts of you, the most toxic bits of your father’s sick preaching and your mother’s mad hatred. The angel of vengeance you imagined for yourself when you were a kid, twisted by them. When John Duncan’s Youth Facility got a UCAS federal grant that allowed it to invest heavily in proper warding, it got separated from you. For the first time ever, really away from you, outta your control.”

      He stared at me like I was crazy. Again.

      “ELF! I AM COMING FOR YOU!”

      “It wasn’t you, Padre. It wasn’t ever really you. The hate, the violence, the fury. You weren’t that kid, that young man. You were you, all along. It was the hateful parts. Comin’ out at night, railing against a world that had scared that little boy, trying to burn it all down.”

      I stood up, peered skyward again, saw Ariana shining like stained glass as she fought a crazy hate-angel that wanted to murder most of the world. Only once I stood up did I realize just where I’d hauled him for cover, just the exact pews we’d been huddled in. Third row, left side. I smiled.

      “Listen, padre. She’s all the best of me. Yours is all the worst of you. But you see it now. So I’m going to help you stop it.” I held out a hand to him. “I’m going to help you kill it.”
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      The blazing angel of purity and rage followed us, of course, as we ran to the storeroom.

      “You keep the old schedule,” I hollered over the roaring flames, “And Ms. Murphy likes you, so you couldn’t have changed much, right?”

      “I…I tried to respect Father O’Shaughnessy’s traditions, yes.”

      I gave him a grin. “Are the cupboards the same?”

      We dodged hellfire and brimstone on our way, me somehow feeling like a kid sneaking again, a kid pranking again, a kid dodging Ms. Murphy instead of a powerful magical creature.

      “You know what this is?” I held up the economy-sized box, relieved to have found it, from under the bottom-right cupboard. I hadn’t been an altar boy for a long time, but that part was the same.

      “Yuh…yes?”

      “I’m gonna need you to remember the words, Padre.”

      His eyes were hard and certain again, even the one that was all bloodshot from a good left cross I’d landed not too long ago. His confidence was coming back as he wrapped his mind and heart around the enormity of everything I’d dumped on him.

      “Stand here,” I said, and started to open the box, pointing him back out towards the nave so we’d have room.

      “BURN, ELF-THING! BURN!”

      And I did. We did.

      The roaring flames came at us from everywhere at once again, but this time they got through. Maybe the rogue spirit was scared, or Esposito’s confidence bled over to it, or I was just running low on luck. Maybe Ari was getting tired, or I was getting cocky. I don’t know why exactly we slipped up, but I know we did; as the sheets of fire washed over us and our defenses re-established themselves, I staggered, feeling like the air had been seared from my lungs.

      My suit smoldered all around me, Esposito’s robes were wreathed in smoke, and both of us had O’Shaughnessy-like halos of white-gray drifting up from our hair. It would’ve been hilarious if it hadn’t hurt so damned bad.

      “Shit…” I coughed, gasped, leaned heavily against the doorframe. Esposito didn’t falter, though, he stood where I’d pointed him, almost dead center. Almost being murdered by his broken subconscious mind seemed to steel him, to temper him.

      “Almighty God,” he began as I tore the big blue box open with my teeth and started sprinkling a big circle around him. “We ask you to bless this salt, as once you blessed the salt scattered over the water by the prophet Elisha—”

      “Hey, ugly!” The circle was almost closed, I needed to bait it. I waved at the spirit, threw a handful of salt in its general direction just to be a prick. I fished in my pocket for my crumpled pack of Targets.

      “—Wherever this salt is sprinkled, drive away the power of evil, and protect us always by the presence of your Holy Spirit—”

      “ELF-THING! FAERIE! IMPURE!”

      “That’s me,” I had the box of big, chunky, rock-salt in my left hand, held up a Target in my right. “Got a light?”

      It roared in at me for a strafing run, Ariana trailing behind it and trying to catch up. I dove for Esposito, “—Grant this through Christ our Lord, Ame—oof!—” and spear-tackled him clear of the ring, just as the rage-angel landed in the space he’d been standing in.

      I dumped the whole damned box of salt at the little gap of it I’d left open, pouring it out sloppily to make damned sure the circle was completed and no exit remained.

      “ELLLLLLLF!” The spirit roared, planted both feet firmly, glared at me with a face made of fire and hatred. “YOUR TRICKS CANNOT HOLD ME!”

      But it was wrong.

      The next blast of flame was entirely contained within the sloppy salt-ring, the gouts of fire just turning in on themselves, splashing inside the circle in a never-ending stream.

      It wasn’t just my trick, is the thing. Salt blessed by a proper priest—by that priest—with his untapped magical potential inextricably intertwined with the fire magic of this now-impotent spirit, and just as certainly entangled with matters of faith and ceremony?

      Yeah. Yeah, the trick did the trick.

      The oven-circle raged, hard to look directly at, bright as the sun. I poked a cigarette just over the line of salt and got it going, then saw the look in Esposito’s eyes as I took an exhausted drag. I lit one for him, too, and handed it over. According to his records, he hadn’t smoked since he was eighteen. I didn’t begrudge him this one.

      I slumped down into the pew and sighed.

      “It won’t burn out,” I said, nodding at the all-consuming perpetual fireball raging in front of us, in case he hadn’t been sure just what I meant. “But it won’t break free. Gimme a little time to make some calls, though, Padre, and I’ll get some friends down here, and we’ll banish it proper.”

      He tumbled into the pew beside me, still looking—fairly—shell-shocked by it all.

      “Sorry,” he said, barely audible over the roaring hate-flames.

      “Hmm?”

      “For all of this. For those that died, and those who were hurt. For punching you back.”

      “Aww, nuts. You turned the other cheek a coupla times. That’s not on you.”

      “Still, the rest of it, I—”

      “Shut it, Father. It’s not your fault. You were taught that hatred, indoctrinated, brainwashed with it. Infected with it as surely as a ghoul. It was normalized in you before you were old enough to know what normal was. It ain’t on you, Padre. It’s on them.” My hazy gesture with the stub of my Target took in half the whole wide world. “You were just a kid, with power you didn’t even know you had. Now you do, though. You’re gonna have to use it.”

      “I’ll contact the Order of St. Sylvester shortly,” he looked down at the cigarette in his hand, then offered it to me clumsily, like reminding himself of his position reminded him of his station, as well. “I’ve heard of them, I just never thought I’d have to…”

      “Turn yourself in?” I grinned around my new smoke.

      “Resign myself to their authority.”

      “Well,” I hauled myself to my feet, smoky and tired. “You do. For your own good, and everyone else’s.”

      I gave him a long look, then held out my hand for a shake.

      “For what it’s worth, Padre, I think you’ll be fine. The neighborhood can use you. Get some training, learn how to use it, and I’m betting nuyen to donuts you’ll make the world a better place.”

      I turned and squinted at the still-roaring, still-blazing, fountain of flame. “You’ll have to name it,” I said. “For the banishing. It needs to be named, and only you can do it.”

      “Uriel,” he said without missing a beat. His lip curled a little, remembering some long-ago lecture from his father, or beating from his mother, or both. “Archangel of purity.”

      “Uriel it is.” I nodded, spitting into the fire and imagining I could hear the sizzle for a second. “We’ll get rid of him, me and some friends. I’ll be back in a little bit.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Kincai—”

      “Jimmy.” I waved him off.

      “I’m sure she would be proud. Everything I’ve heard of your mo—”

      “Don’t,” I cut him off again, this time more seriously. “You didn’t know her. You weren’t here.”

      “I was,” Ms. Murphy’s voice rang out, as tremulously as I’ve ever heard it, from the far end of the nave. “I was, James, and I certainly did know her. She would be, she was, so very proud of you.”

      I wanted to throw my cigarette at her. I wanted to go for my gun, my wand, my knife. I wanted to cuss up a storm like this church’d never seen. I wanted to rail against their faith, their organization, their God who’d let the cancer kill that little boy’s mom to the tune of beep-beep-beep-hiss. I wanted to punch that old lady right there in her old church.

      No.

      I didn’t want to.

      Adversary wanted me to.

      I swallowed it down like the bile it was, and instead I did nothing at all for a few long seconds. Ms. Murphy took my silence as a good sign, and—rather nobly ignoring the raging fire and the circle of salt—approached the two of us, the look on her face nothing but certainty and concern in equal measure.

      “You’re a good man, James Kincaid, even if you weren’t a very good boy. In your way, as good as Father Esposito. Neither of you is perfect, I know that. But we’re not supposed to be perfect. We’re just supposed to try.”

      She took my hand in both of hers. She was old, they were wrinkly, weak things. I’d been so scared of them, once, so scared of that ruler or of her pointing at me and scolding. She just held my hand, though.

      “You try, James. That’s enough.”

      I let out a long, slow, sigh of smoke, then gave her a tired nod. Both cigarette butts got flicked into the ongoing conflagration—might as well take advantage, right?—before I gathered up my coat, my hat, and the energy to leave.

      “Bye, Ms. Murphy! Bye Father!” Ariana, unphased, flashed her sunny smile, bright as the angel’s wrath burning behind us.

      “Nuh-uh, kiddo. You hang out here, okay? Make sure this nasty stays under wraps until I get back.” I tried to match the wattage of her smile, and I know I came nowhere near close.

      “Oh! Okay! Got it, boss!” She saluted, then started to float in circles around the raging fire, dutifully patrolling. She’d stay inside here until I ordered her otherwise.

      “I came back for my purse,” Murphy was leaning in to confide in the priest, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Father, but I was also quite worried for you both. I called the police, oh, I feel so foolish for it now, I should have known you two could handle anything!”

      I headed for the door, dragging my feet and prepping my Transys to make some calls. I needed to let Pinkerton know the case was done, needed Skip-Two to look up Jhes’s contact info and let her know, too, needed to reach out to Nicky the Greek and a handful of other magicians I knew for a proper banishing. I needed to follow-up with Woford and tell her the case she’d never officially opened could be closed, than an inhuman evil had been taken off the streets she still tried to care about.

      I needed to pay attention to my surroundings, no matter how tired and busy I was. I needed to pay more attention to the details, to not trust my headware to do my thinking for me. I needed to read all my files. I needed to check the corners when I stepped through a doorway.

      The first baton cracked into the side of my head just after the heavy door closed behind me, just after I stepped out into the dark of the street. My hat went flying, my head spun, the sidewalk rose up to crash into me.

      There were two of them. I should’ve known them by sight, but I’d phoned it in, half-assed it, while staking out the Humanis club. Weaver I knew, though, and he didn’t even try to hide himself. The other I’d read up on, later, when I would finish wading through Skip-Two’s full reports about the Policlub data I’d recorded, when I’d read up on that whole manila folder of hate crimes from Marie.

      Elston was another Knight Errant uniformed officer, and he was armed with a baton just like Weaver’s, and reinforced-knuckled gloves, and big, sturdy, Ares-issue combat jackboots. And hate. Elston wielded hate just like Weaver’s. The batons and the gloves and the boots and the hate poured onto me, an avalanche of slurs and blunt trauma, never quite letting me catch my breath to cast a spell, never quite knocking me out, never quite making me want to kill a pair of cops to protect myself.

      Later, after the beating—after the insults, after the blood and the spitting teeth, after Father Esposito rushed out to fight them off me, after Ms. Murphy cried for help and Ariana wailed, stuck just inside the threshold of the church by my last command, trapped as surely as Esposito’s rogue spirit was by sacred salt—I’d do all my homework. I told myself, promised myself and Adversary, both, as I fell again and again.

      I’d followed through. The Sideways in my system would find me patterns in their blood. I’d notice Weaver and Elston both leaving the Humanis clubhouse and literally going off to work their shifts as cops, I’d see their names come up over and over as officers investigating suspected district hate crimes, I’d tie them in with a dirty Detective-Sergeant, name of Bruce, who’d sidelined Woford every chance he’d gotten, who’d derailed investigations against Humanis-style threats, who’d covered-up for and contributed to the anti-meta sentiments in the district for literal decades. I’d take them down, me and Skip and Trace, me and my witnesses, Father Esposito and the outraged Ms. Murphy, me and my District Attorney friend, Chang, and even a little distraction help from the remains of the Woof Pack and the rest of the Alley Cat Express.

      I would.

      But that would all be later. After the beating.

      Ah, Puyallup.

      It’s a hell of a neighborhood, and I’ve got a hell of a job. I do what I can. I help who I’m able to. I take what pay I’m offered, and solve each case as best I can. I can’t fix all my home’s problems, I can’t always work well inside the system. I can’t protect everybody, all the time, but I can put some monsters away.

      Some.
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        Jimmy Kincaid, burned-out mage, P. I., and the closest thing Puyallup’s got to a hero, has a lot on his plate these days. Simmering gang wars, feuding mobsters, missing runaways, magical power only as reliable as his stubborn sorcerous patron, and—well above his usual pay grade—an encrypted data file that's already cost him friends, but that he can’t even access. When the always-dangerous troubles of the Seattle sprawl deepen into a bloody conspiracy with ties to neighboring nations and inhuman powers, he knows he’s on the job of his life. Facing the longest of long odds, Kincaid’s all too aware that the house always wins.

        Luckily, he’s not alone. A man like Jimmy can’t walk these shadowed streets without making enemies, but he’s made allies, too. With the help of his bounty-hunting best friends, an up-and-coming shadowrunner team, a former Lone Star detective who’s short in stature but big in style, and his loyal, albeit flighty ally spirit, Jimmy’s stacked the deck in his favor. Maybe he’s got a shot after all. Maybe he can make it all work. Maybe he can find the right balance, share the right truths, and make something good out of a whole lot of bad.

        Of course, the problem with a house of cards is it just takes one good hit to bring it all tumbling down…
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      It was a cute little party, and Ariana just made it cuter. Silver and shining, hair and smile like platinum and white gold, eyes blue as amethysts, clapping and shaking her skinny, elven, booty in time to the birthday girl’s sugary pop music; she loved it as much as the kids loved her. Jasmine was turning eleven—her being impossible was just around the corner, her ma worried—and the fact “she’d” arranged for a real, live, spirit at her party had to be doing her middle school street cred some favors.

      Not that Ari minded. Heck, she was having a great time. Me? I was cycling through images and files in my headware, little pop-up boxes displaying themselves thanks to the tech-wizardry of my cyberoptics. While Ariana played, I brooded and worked. That’s the life. That’s the job.

      Jasmine’s mom, Sally, was from the neighborhood. I’d gone to school with her big brother and her ex-husband, known her and her family a long time. She waited tables down at this Korean/Tex-Mex fusion joint I swing by maybe once a week, so we kept in touch. I always left a good tip, just like my dad taught me, but I slipped her a few extra nuyen whenever I could.

      Sally’d scrimped and saved for Jasmine’s party all year—she always did—and it was turning out just fine. She and a few other worried moms, all wringing hands about their precious angels growing into makeup and skirts and AR avatars and today’s awful music, hung out on one end of the room, and as far away from them as they could be, the girls sang terrible karaoke, giggled about giggle-worthy stuff, thumbed at their commlinks, and ate cake while swearing they’d only gotten seconds ’cause they’d skipped breakfast.

      It was a cute little party, sure, but I had better things to do. My heart just wasn’t in it. I had too many other cases, too many other problems, too many other projects I was juggling. Pinkerton’d understood when I said I needed the afternoon off in order to attend, and he’d understood why. It wasn’t just a party to me. I wasn’t just here for the cake and the shrieking, no, it was a work lunch for me. Both jobs.

      Sally had me here working security, believe it or not, at this little rented conference room. The internals of this little Puyallup city building weren’t covered by the Knight Errant contract past normal government hours. The cameras were on—the city had to worry about protecting its stuff 24/7, after all—but there was no security present. When the politicians and employees left, so did the cops.

      So that was one job. The usual one. The one folks expected of me. Champion of the people, Mr. Puyallup, Jimmy Kincaid, wasting an afternoon by hanging around to get ogled by low-rent soccer moms while his ally spirit dances and puts on a light show for the kids and their karaokean caterwauling. The glamorous life of a Puyallup PI, all just to get paid with a tired smile, some cake to take home, and a little good karma around the neighborhood.

      “Hey Sal,” I jumped the gun and gave her a tired smile of my own, then nodded at the door. “I’m gonna jump outside, grab a smoke, yeah? You ladies have fun.”

      “And Ari,” I raised my voice just enough, even though my ally spirit’s psychic link meant she knew a conversation from an order, anyways. “You sit tight, doll. Have fun in here for a little bit, okay?”

      It was an order. An order-order, magi to ally. She wouldn’t come interfere. She couldn’t. I wanted to work alone, but I didn’t know if it was to keep Ariana from crossing a line, or to keep her from seeing me do it.

      I left the women, girls, and female-gendered extramaterial entities to their party as I sauntered outside, flipping up my collar and ducking under my hat against a light drizzle. I fished out a crumpled pack of Targets from an inside coat pocket and lit one up while I waited. These front doors were the only ones left unlocked when Knight Errant pulled out at the end of their shift, so I was standing watch.

      I thought about the little flask in my back pocket, but I left it there. Even out here, taking a breather from the party, I was on the job. I scoped out the parking lot, watched security cameras, cycled through my files to kill time.

      Sure enough, three butts into the smoke break, the real reasons for my afternoon’s employment pulled up.

      I heard ’em coming before I saw ’em. The latest Fraggin’ Unicorns tune was blaring outta an oversized set of speakers—three, four hundred nuyen a pop, the silly things—that looked especially incongruous compared to the rest of the run-down Toyota Talon, the sound system no doubt taking up most of the compact SUV’s storage space. It was dirty and spotted with rust, but had fancy chrome rims, a gaudy undercarriage light system, and those damned speakers; Puyallup priorities, among a certain class of citizen. All flash, no substance.

      Sally’s ex, Jasmine’s dad, was driving. He had a burly orkish buddy riding shotgun, and a bug-eyed guy with a shaved head was riding in the century-old shame spot of back-seat, middle. I gave Bug Eyes a long look, but he stayed put. I saw beer cans rattling around as Dad Of The Year climbed out, and my Sideways gene treatment helped me count exactly how many empty twelve-ouncers there were. The stereos did their work, and the FU’s latest punk anthem played soundtrack while the other two sat in the SUV and bickered about something.

      “That’s far enough, Truck,” I took a few steps away from the door, angled to put myself squarely in the way, as he approached. “This is as close as you’re getting, compadre.”

      “Frag off,” Thomas ‘The Truck’ Kowalski glowered and blustered, just like he had back in high school. He’d started out two years ahead of me, but we’d tied come graduation. Not one of Puyallup’s great thinkers, Tommy, but he’d made a hell of a defensive end, once upon a time. Varsity squad for a record six years, in fact. He’d gone fleshy since then, gotten soft, but not lost the bulk, not lost the brutishness.

      “She’s my girl, Jimmy, you fraggin’ keeb. My baby girl,” he moved to sidestep, I did the same. “Ain’t seen her in a while, and it’s her birthday, an’ I jus’ wanna go give ’er…a…”

      “Birthday present? Yeah.” I shook my head. He wasn’t carrying a damned thing. “If it’s a nuyen transfer, you can do that remotely. Or, better yet, you could send some of that backed-up child support to Sally, couldn’t you? I ain’t letting you in there. You’d just wreck the good time anyway.”

      His piggish eyes went narrow, face went red, big hands curled into fists.

      “Mind yer fraggin’ business, Jimmy,” he slurred.

      “I am, Truck. Sal hired me on for the afternoon. I’m workin’ the door. You don’t have an invite, man. I’m not lettin’ you in. You know why.”

      I sure knew why. I could reach into my headware commlink and call up the pics any time I wanted to, or just sift back through my memories from some of the lunches Sally’d served me over the years. She’d had to compound the footsore waitress routine with the shame of bruises, black eyes, missing teeth, a fat lip. “Truck” was a piece of work, all right. He hadn’t grown out of that high school bully phase.

      “You don’t like girls yet, but someday you will.” I looked him square in his idiot eyes, hearing my old man’s voice from decades earlier. “And when that happens, you treat them like queens, you hear me? It’s what your mother would’ve wanted.”

      I thought about my mom. I thought about my dad. I tried to give him one, good, chance to walk away.

      “Just go home, Truck. Go be drunk somewhere else, and get around to paying her the money you owe, yeah? Do the smart thing. For once.”

      “Out of my way, Jimmy,” he said, with the same tone he’d used decades earlier, suited up in helmets and pads, when he was looking to make his way past in a practice. He had the same tone, same body language, same ugliness around his bloodshot; not rushing a quarterback, but crashing a kid’s birthday party, but just as cruel-looking about it.

      Hell with that. I wasn’t moving. I knew he’d try to move me.

      He went for a shove—guys who have muscle and fat on you, they always shove, unless they start to turn away, in which case, I guaran-fraggin-tee it, they’re gonna turn back your way with a haymaker—and I just rolled with it, then reached up to trap his hand against my chest. Then it was easy-peasy to bend forward to cock his wrist back, and adjust my grip to turn it into a lock.

      I looked him right in his face as he cried out and went to his knees, one arm stiff, the other flailing ineffectually, looking up at me mad as nails but without knowing how to lash out about it properly. Old Lone Star pain compliance holds. They weren’t as satisfying as cracking somebody in the face, but I had a feeling—yup, my cyberaudio picked up the clatter of empty beer cans, the thump of car doors slamming shut—I was about to get to punch some people, too.

      The ork led the charge, my headware calculating his range and his increased speed, scuff of work boots on a sidewalk giving him away. I just twisted, wrenched on Truck’s arm to lurch him into the way, and sidestepped. The pair of them went down in a heap, and I took two paces to pick up steam, then started kicking.

      My wingtips are work shoes in disguise, with slip-resistant traction that handles my home’s perpetual rainfall, and high-impact polymer toes that make ’em great for kicking. I didn’t take either of these two assholes out of the fight with a few good stomps and a couple’a soccer kicks, but I made Bug Eyes go even buggier and think twice about diving in. Truck and his ork buddy were both slow to get up, and bleeding when they did. That, the booze, and their natural inclinations made ’em all mad and sloppy, that being the case. It made it easy.

      I slipped a wild overhand right from the tusker and snuck in a kidney shot, then a shove to buy myself space for Truck to come in. Left jab, left jab, get the range, keep him off-balance with them. Another left jab, then a good right kick, sidelong, aimed right at that knee he’d blown out his second Senior year, when we’d made a run for the Metroplex Championship.

      He went down, howling. The ork came back in, but he was nothing a quick jab, cross, uppercut couldn’t smack down. Truck whimpered and crawled toward his Toyota Talon, slow, cursing as much as moving. The ork was down for the count, I’d clipped his chin just so—lots of practice helps—and that just left me and Bug Eyes.

      He gawked. I pulled out a fresh smoke, and this time I lit it up the fancy way, the magical way. Adversary, my mentor spirit, was as good as his word; I had a little more sorcerous ‘oomph’ lately, and I used it. A little glare, a little whispered Enochian, a little focus, and the cherry blazed red.

      “Fff...fuh…frag me,” Bug Eyes swallowed. “You’re a muh…muh…mage?”

      “Mm-hmm.” It felt good, that kind of fear. I took a long, slow drag, watching just over his shoulder as Kowalski kept crawling. Eyes was standing in a good spot, it’d help if he stayed there.

      “You stay put.”

      I strode right past him—cutting across the pitiful lawn, the city fathers had my grass-walking on camera, I knew, but I took the shortcut to time my arrival just right—and got to the Talon just in time. Kowalksi’d gotten the door open and was reaching for something under the seat, like I thought he might. My foot slammed into the door, and the door slammed shut on his elbow. He wailed, but doggedly kept reaching.

      I shouldered into it again, grinding it shut on him, until he got the hint and wrenched his arm out of there and fell onto his butt in the Puyallup gutter. I gave him a second, glaring down at him, hands on my hips, then I stooped and reached for whatever-it-was. My arm was longer—elven genes’ll see to that nine times outta ten—but I also wasn’t just a drunk fragging idiot with a bum leg and a concussion; I grabbed it more easily than he did.

      Then I cursed and threw the Seattle Mariners minibat back into his dumb Toyota. The small aluminum club was dirty from rolling around under his filthy seat, but also brown with old blood. I knew some of it was Sally’s. It fit the reports, and what she’d told me.

      “You prick!”

      I loomed over him, hands on my hips again, fists clenched, wanting to stomp the life right out of him, wanting to haul his head up to slam the door on a few times, wanting to go for my gun, or my knife, or to just rip the mana, the life-stuff, right out of him with my worst spells. I wanted to piss on him, to establish dominance completely.

      He snatched the little club off the car floor with his good hand and held it in front of him like a wand, like a warding amulet, like a desperate talisman of protection.

      “You stupid. Fraggin’. Prick. It wasn’t even a piece you were goin’ for? Huh? An Ares, a Browning, a fraggin’ Tiffani? Something that might’ve actually given you a chance? It was that toy? You thought waving a fraggin’ novelty bat at me was going to help?”

      I fumed, blood up, mad at the whole world but especially this waste of flesh. Like I didn’t have enough problems, like Sally didn’t have it rough enough already, like Jasmine needed this piece of garbage back in her life…

      “—you treat them like queens, you hear me?—”

      “All you had to do was leave. I tried, Truck, I gave you that out. You know. You know about the restraining order, you know I know about it, you know who I am. You know what I do.”

      I waved an arm, lashed out with it, gestured at the city building like it was a backhanded slap. He flinched.

      “I measured it, you stupid prick. Thirty-seven yards from where you parked to that door. Thirty-seven. You remember what a hundred yards looks like, Truck? Huh? Think back to your worthless goddamned glory days, and remember a football field. A hundred yards. That’s how far away from her you stay. And you know it.”

      “That’s how far.” I leaned over him, he cringed back into the gutter.

      “You stay,” I growled, the back of his head squelched into the Puyallup muck. “Away. From. Her.” I jabbed him, just a stern little poke of the finger, with every word.

      I straightened up again, looming over him like a titan.

      “But now here you are. Recorded on city fraggin’ cameras,” and my cyberoptics. Sure, I kept ’em in black and white most of the time, but I was almost always recording. “Driving drunk, violating that restraining order, committin’ battery, and then escalating a violent situation by goin’ for a concealed weapon, which looks like it’s, itself, evidence of prior crimes.”

      I let it all sink in for a second. It took longer than it should have, ’cause he’s a damned idiot, but eventually he got it. This wasn’t just idiot blustering. This wasn’t him harmlessly crashing a party. This was him throwing a good chunk of his life away, making it—somehow—even more worthless.

      I wanted to kick him. Stomp him a few more times. Choke the life right out of him. I didn’t let myself. I didn’t let Adversary make me do it.

      “You think real hard over the next couple hours, Kowalksi. Harder’n you ever thought before in your idiot life. Sober up, clear your head, and do the right thing. Leave a note for your girl, do what you can to pay what you owe, and turn yourself in. Soon as this party’s over, Truck, I’m makin’ the call. You’ve got the rest of the afternoon to get your shit together and decide how it goes down. If you decide wrong—if you so much as think about running—you stupid bastard, I’ll find you and kill you myself.”

      “And you,” I turned, instead, letting my coat send Truck flinching into the slimy ash again. I stalked over to Bug Eyes, who was, at least, smart enough to be obedient. He’d stayed put. Good. At least one thing in my corner of the world was going right today.

      “Your name is Alvin Sparetti, right?” It wasn’t really a question. My headware’d done the trick already, optics suite synched up with facial recognition protocols synched up with criminal databases. I knew more about him than his friends probably did.

      He nodded. His eyes went even wider when I stood in front of him, squarely, and my hand went into my coat. He hadn’t noticed my Colt was holstered down on my hip, along with my wand, my knife; my deadliest stuff wasn’t up high in a shoulder rig, but he didn’t realize that. Clearly. ’Cause he wet himself.

      Taking a half-step back, I shoved an old-fashioned paper envelope at his chest. His eyes nearly fell out of his head.

      “These’re for you. Legal docs, on behalf of Ms. Kimberly Hightower, Esquire. I think you know why. If you don’t, read ’em and find out.”

      I thumbed over my shoulder to the same cameras I’d—roughly—pointed out to Truck.

      “City government’s seen me hand ’em over, no need to sign anything. You’ve got thirty days to answer the complaint, or fellas like me’ll come and find you. Again.”

      “Congrats.” I turned and started for the building again, stubbing out my Target in the ash-covered tray as I hauled the door open. Over my shoulder, a parting shot while I saw them gathering up their orkish buddy. “You’ve been served.”

      That had been my second job, the one that paid better than free cake and tired smiles. The one that really justified taking a break from my work with Pinkerton. The one Sally didn’t know about, didn’t need to know about. A favor for a lawyer, an up-and-comer in the shadow community who was providing legal counsel to skells, but also doing a fair amount of pro bono work that reminded me of an idiot paranormal investigator I knew. Gals like Hightower, they were nice to have handy. Trying to keep one foot on each side of the law, a fella could do worse than keeping on her good side.

      Once I’d heard this moron ran with that moron, the jobs had been easy enough to line up. Two birds, one stone. Two favors, one afternoon.  Two idiots, one beating.

      I was a man of my word. I’d give Truck until the evening before calling in his litany of criminal idiocy. I wasn’t going to stick around for the party, though, not really. I didn’t have the time to burn. Pinkerton was waiting, and every minute I was away he was stuck working solo a cold case that we were worried was growing colder. I had more things to worry about. I had more work to do. I had bigger problems looming.

      These days, “bigger problems” might as well’ve been my middle name.
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      The afternoon blurred into the evening at Pinkerton’s side, hitting the streets and realizing he knew Downtown as well as I knew Puyallup. Then evening turned to night, and we gave it up again. I was tired. I was hungry. I was crabby. But I wasn’t so tired I could miss these two new idiots.

      They were waiting outside my place, standing in the long shadows and the drifting ash.

      I was exhausted and frustrated. I was distracted enough I hadn’t noticed their big Chevy parked out front, was too used to the street having plenty of cars parked on it. But just a few steps out of my own ugly Ford, I saw the pair of them, huddled into the Happy Thai-m doorway against the cold wind, their bulk and their suits and the garlic stink of one giving them away.

      With a head full of chrome like mine, with the supercomputer, the eyes, the ears, with the bio-genetic Sideways treatment that sharpened my senses and aided in pattern recognition, I’d have to be dead not to see these two mooks. And I wasn’t dead. Not yet.

      “Are you two fraggin’ serious?”

      I stopped a couple meters away, just shook my head and sighed. I knew those stupid shoulders, that stink, those suits, I recognized the dull shine of their leather shoes. I knew the shape of these two, and the only reason they could be here. They were muscle, usually posted at Sunny Salvo’s, across town. Enzo Gianelli’s joint. They were his goons. His doormen. A couple of mobsters.

      “You come for me here? Middle of the fraggin’ night? I oughta shoot the both of you.” My headware raced, Lone Star-implanted cyberaudio suite scanning, cybereyes darting, searching for any more of them.

      “It ain’t like that, Jimmy, nothin’ rough,” the little one said. He was a human, but had enough bulky slabs of implanted muscle that he looked more like an ork.

      “Don’t have to be rough,” the bigger one agreed. He actually was an ork, but was so cartoonishly broad, so swollen from his own implants, that you’d swear he was trying to impress trolls.

      One big, one huge. Neither one was the brains-of-the-outfit type. They both shuffled a bit, but didn’t step all the way out of their little cubby. The harsh neon of the Happy Thai-m sign, a cartoonish clock, gave my light amplification software more than enough to see with, but they were both half-hidden enough I couldn’t see their hands. I didn’t like that.

      Always watch the hands.

      “That so? How is it, then?” I stayed where I was, down the sidewalk. I kept my stance casual, hands thrust deep in my longcoat’s pockets, hat low on my head, collar up against the cold. Frag ’em. They wanted to talk to me, they could step out here into the wind and the drizzle, too. Where I could see their hands.

      “Mr. Gianelli wants to talk, is all,” Jumbo said.

      “Yeah, Jimmy. Just talk,” Economy-Size bobbed his little head.

      I was acutely aware of my Colt on my hip, the weight of my wand and spare magazines balancing out my belt on the other side. Could there really only be two of them? God, what was Enzo even pissed about this time?

      “He told us to fetch you.” Another grunt, another shuffle like they weren’t sure what to do. I knew what “fetch” could mean. I knew how many folks had been tossed in the back of that big Chevy and never been seen again.

      “He told you that? Okay. Well, I’m tellin’ you frag off and get away from my place. I’m going upstairs. I’m expecting a call. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.”

      “Jimmy,” Economy-Size was the dumber of the two, his naturally orkish bulk making him a little more confident. He stepped my way, backlit by the sign, ghostly shadow drawn out all down the dark street. His hands were empty, but his voice dropped to a low growl, “Boss wants you, boss gets you. You know the rules.”

      “Frag your rules,” my Mentor spirit, Adversary, crowed through my mouth. “I don’t owe Enzo money, and I don’t owe him fear. I’m not just some skell you two can come collect for no damned reason. You tell him I said that. You tell him whatever you have to. But you ain’t takin’ me nowhere.”

      They started toward me, then, too-wide torsos balanced on top of natty leather shoes. Theirs were less scuffed than mine, carried less ash than my Oxfords, less mileage. They didn’t walk anywhere. They drove, they picked up, they stood around outside Sunny Salvo’s, and that was it. They didn’t mingle much, didn’t soak up the streets like a local had to. Puyallup was just a job to them. To me, it’s home.

      I scowled fiercely as they got close. I was still in a shit mood, and—truth was—I owed these pair a few licks for the last time we’d chatted, anyhow.

      I watched their hands as they came my way. Both sets were empty. When Economy-Sized lifted his ork-big set of mitts and reached for my shoulder—putting hands on me, getting ready to grab me just like I knew they’d grabbed so many others before pitching them into the back of that big Chevy—I finally moved.

      My left hand was empty, too. I launched a straight arm, elf-long reach trumping his muscles, my fingers flat, thumb out wide, web of my hand thunking right in below his warty chin, hitting his Adam’s apple just right. He fell back, croaking, eyes wide.

      My right hand wasn’t empty when it came up. I slid back and to one side, angling a few steps, keeping both of them in front of me, and held my big Colt on Jumbo, the human one. His hands went up. Still empty. Maybe he was the smart one. It was easy to do the smart thing, looking down the mean end of a Colt Model 2061.

      “Go home,” was all I said.

      My voice was as level as the Colt, unwavering, sights and smartlink targeting pip all lined up, pointed right at his nose. Nobody felt as big and strong looking down the barrel of a gun, least of all mine.

      They glared. They grumbled. They exchanged a look, then they decided. Economy-Size coughed, spat a mouthful of Puyallup ash, coughed some more. They slunk away, kicked hounds with their tails between their legs, clambering into their big SUV, and as the engine purred to life Jumbo’s driver-side window slid down.

      “Mr. Gianelli ain’t gonna like this, Jimmy,” he said, voice low and certain. “He ain’t gonna like this at all.”

      I holstered my Colt with a shrug.

      “He can call me and tell me how much he don’t like it. But he can fragging call me. Like a normal person. You two stay away from my place.”

      Ash kicked up as they drove away, as Puyallup’s darkness took their taillights away.

      “Boss?” There was a frantic edge to the new voice, a high pitch that gave away childish concern, genuine hurt, a little indignation. “Why didn’t you call me?!”

      It was Ariana. In the time it took me to spit and turn and reach for the side door, the one that opened into a row of mailboxes and a narrow hallway that fed into a staircase that’d take me home, in the time it took me just to brush off the ash and swipe my thumb to unlock it, she’d materialized right inside.

      She lit the place up. Glowing, shining, an inhuman brightness to her, her body going from astral to real but still impossibly clean, magical, pure, all metals and jewels. Her light show at the party hadn’t been fake, or forced, or just for the girls. She just glowed. I’d first summoned her from materials mostly found on the elemental metaplane of Earth, and it showed in her metallic gleam. Normally my cyberoptics suite showed me the world in black and white, old-timey, unreal, like everything I saw and did was an ancient movie. Ari, though, Ari always shone through. She was like gold in the dark.

      “There was a fight, wasn’t there?” For all her usual childlike wonder, all the naivety she had that I didn’t, her current tone was petulant, almost maternal, instead of innocent. “There was a fight and you didn’t let me help! Again!”

      “You were busy, kiddo,” I gave her a tired smile, started up the stairs. “And it wasn’t much of a fight. Just some of Enzo’s guys. They left.”

      “Mm-hmm. Likely story,” she sulked, floated up the stairs behind me. “You didn’t let me help earlier, and you didn’t let me help now? You’re supposed to let me help! It’s what I’m for.”

      It was true. Ask any hermetic textbook, they’ll tell you that security concerns are one of the chief reasons to summon yourself an ally spirit. An initiate willing to devote themselves to enough high-level arcane study to make such a ritualized summoning possible is, after all, a precious goddamned snowflake that shouldn’t worry himself with the simple art of fisticuffs, don’t ya know?

      “I only ask you for help when I need it, doll.” I swiped my thumb to unlock my office door, she just went semi-astral again, floated right through the wall. “And I didn’t need it.”

      She crossed her arms, sulky and pouty, until I gave her a smile. She just wanted to feel needed. She had that part of me, too, that I’d long ago lost.

      “There was only two of ’em, anyways, kiddo. What kinda jerk would I be, if I let you loose against just two guys, huh? If Enzo sends ’em back with a dozen buddies, then it’ll be a fair fight.”

      It probably still wouldn’t, actually. She had gotten loose against just two of his guys before, a couple years back. Her gorgeous, elf-perfect, nails could turn as sharp as flint or obsidian in an eyeblink. Her strength was the strength of mountains, her fury an avalanche, her heart as inhuman as it was beautiful. Odds’re good she could physically tear a dozen of his guys to pieces without getting scratched, and that wasn’t even taking into consideration her real power; the spells she could cast.

      But then she flashed me that shining smile, all innocence and brightness again, and it was easy to forget all that. She held her hands out for my coat, jacket and hat and gave them all a quick once-over with her favorite little Fashion spell. Ash and grit sluiced off, colors melted and shifted, long coat turning a warm brown, suit coat and hat sliding to a light blue. The magic took no more effort from her than hanging them on the rack near the door did.

      Ari had my old power, too. Not just my youth, my sense of wonder, the elf-pretty features I’d given up for decades of punches and hard living. Not just the fey-bright eyes I’d had replaced by cybernetic cameras, not just the kindness I did my best to fake most of the time. She had my raw talent, my magical strength. She’d been ritualized into existence when I’d been at the peak of my powers, before the vampire attack that had crippled me, and she still had all of it.

      She was a firestorm, as beautiful as it was dangerous. I was a scratched and battered old Zippo, useful but half-empty.

      I slumped into my squeaky office chair, synth-leather groaning almost as loud as I did.

      “No luck with the kid’s case today,” I said, though the same empathic link that had drawn her back home meant she could surely read my disappointment. She frowned anyways, like the update was actually news.

      “Did Mr. Pinkerton say anything?” She swayed a little, eyes down. I think my little girl’s got a bit of a crush.

      “He said to say hi.” Probably. “And that we’re gonna keep looking.”

      “Good!” She beamed, satisfied with both statements. Aside from her best friends—Skip and Trace, bounty hunting gals who she’d been off hanging out with most of the evening—Dexter Pinkerton was her new favorite, I think. He let Ariana play with the colors on his clothes more than I did, let her cast and recast Fashion spells with more dazzling displays. Pink liked stuff brighter than me, maybe that’s why he fit in so well in Downtown.

      We were working a runaway case, but from a weird angle. I’d heard from a—friend?—girl named Gem that her big brother’d run off, but heard it well after the fact. The kid, Danny Finn, had ditched their old man back in the CalFree Bay Area and hit the road about a year ago. She was sure he’d come to Seattle, so she’d run away, too, left behind their prick of a dad—I was probably gonna shoot him if I ever met him—and she’d made her own way up the coast, chasing her big brother. She was a good kid, Gem.

      She’d helped me out, so I’d promised I’d ask around and try to find him. She and her brother were dwarven like Pinkerton, and Pink knew more people’n me outside of Puyallup, anyways, so I’d asked him to help out. We were trying, but it was hard. A runaway in Seattle wasn’t even as easy as a needle in a haystack. It was a needle in a scrapyard. Runaways poured into Seattle all the time. Runaways went missing all the time, especially metahumans. Seattle ate kids like that, ate kids like Gem, ate plenty of dreams and tomorrows without skipping a beat or even making a headline. A kid who’d come to Seattle trying to disappear? I didn’t have high hopes.

      But hell if I was telling little Gem, or even bright-eyed Ariana, that.

      I told myself it was keeping a promise. I told myself it was because every day mattered. I told myself I had to even the score with Gem, follow through like I’d said I would, get her and her brother back together. I told myself it was in my Adversarial nature to ignore the odds, and do the underdog’s work.

      Truth was, I’d maybe been focusing on the missing Danny Finn in order to ignore the other case looming over me. I was searching the whole stinking Emerald City for one little runaway because it meant doing PI work, it meant tackling a problem—even a difficult one—that I knew how to tackle. It meant doing my job, the way I knew to do it. The other job? The other problem? It was way out of my league, and it was the main reason for the shitty mood I’d taken out on idiots like Truck and Enzo’s clowns.

      I sighed and gave Ari a smile.

      “Anyways. You head on back to Skip and Trace, kiddo. Have fun. Tell ’em the coast is clear, Enzo’s guys took right off, so they don’t worry. I gotta take a call.” I waved Ari away, and she faded and flew off, dazzling me with a return smile first. She could move as quick as thought when she wanted to, and I knew in just a few heartbeats she’d be halfway across town, going back to whatever “girl time” she got up to with the pair of bounty hunters.

      I was pretty sure Enzo’s muscle wasn’t going to come back tonight. They’d probably called him just after pulling away from the curb. If he’d been high when they told him what had happened, I’d’ve heard from him by now. If not, he’d just brood, but I didn’t expect any trouble from him tonight.

      Which was lucky, ’cause I had trouble enough without him.

      As I steepled my fingers and glared down at my desk, the little datachip case drew my eye. It was empty, the chip itself was with a…a friend? An employee, I guess, right now. I’d inherited the chip and the data from another friend, in his will. An old teacher of mine had been murdered, at least in part for whatever research he’d been doing, whatever files were on that little chip, whatever fantastic cosmic truths he’d dared to etch onto it. I’d read the synopsis, just the little preamble to his research, and scanned the file names, and they’d scared me to death. Inhumans and the Cycle of Magic, it called itself, a self-proclaimed sequel to some seminal Hermetic work that’d changed how our metaphysicists viewed time and nature and our place in it.

      This little chip had gotten things rolling, turned my wreck of a life into straight-up chaos and madness, lately. Blood had been spilled, vampires had come dredging up from my nightmares, I’d sent myself skipping through the metaplanes, heads’d been cut off, hearts’d stopped, lives’d been cut short, and all of it was tangled up around what was on that datachip. A dead man’s research had already killed so many more.

      It was a harmless-looking little thing, but potentially more dangerous than my Colt, my wand, or any of the other weapons I carried around on the daily.

      It was secrets. It was trouble. It was way over my usual pay grade. And it was locked tighter’n a dragon’s claw.

      Encrypted. Too hot to hack; I’d had friends try, friends who were good at it. We couldn’t access the full data, so I didn’t even know what exactly it was that’d put a bullseye on my back. I’d had to send the chip away, to the one place where maybe it could get decrypted. Sometimes you had to go back to the source with that stuff, so that’s where the chip was headed. All I had right now was an empty chip case and—if she ever dialed me up—a call from a troll, Ms. Myth, who was supposed to tell me when they hit the road. I’d wrapped it up with Pinkerton and the missing kid because I was waiting on that call, waiting on an update, waiting on a departure time. I wanted to be here in Puyallup when they were leaving, not halfway across town, in case anything went wrong.

      A quick thought pulled up my headware chronometer and I scowled. It wasn’t like her to be late, but I tried to remind myself there was no need to be this tense. My Sideways gene-treatment made me antsy sometimes, my too-sharp senses made every blink of a time display feel like an eternity. I needed to take the edge off. I spat out my WhiteBrite betel gum and reached into a desk drawer for something to help, and for something to remind me the cost of the call I was waiting on.

      I splashed a little twelve-year Presley Highland into a tumbler, drank down the peaty dram and immediately poured myself a second. The moonlight through my window lit up the amber whiskey, but it was a piece of gold on the table that had my real attention. It was a chain with a small amulet, the seal of the Hermetic Order of the Auric Aurora flawlessly laser-etched onto it. It wasn’t the design that made it valuable, or even the gold, though.

      It was a focus, an item imbued with magic. Some were straightforward, like my little too-sharp pocket knife, a tactical folder with a mono-edged blade. It was just sharp, just a weapon, just an impossibly strong blade that could hurt things mundane steel couldn’t. Handy, but simple. The little wand I kept—a sliver of Voodoo-infused bone hidden in an anodized aluminum tube, a “whatever works” magical mishmash concealed to look scientific and hermetic—was a more potent focus item, one that channeled raw mana for me, that fed me power and bolstered the strength of my spells when I used it. Useful, undeniably so, but straightforward. It was a battery pack, lending extra oomph to whatever castings I tried.

      Some focus items were more complicated, more specific. I fidgeted with my own new ring, a white gold piece with a ruby winking at me, as I looked down at the amulet. These two were similar in more ways than one. I’d gotten ’em from the same place, on the same night. Earned ’em the same way. They also held a similar trick. They could hold mojo for you, store a spell, hang onto it instead of making you work to hold it yourself; once you did the heavy lifting of casting a spell into them, they maintained it for you, taking the weight off.

      Foci were valuable. Foci were expensive. This particular focus, the amulet, was a big part of how I was paying for a job, and that particular job was what I was waiting for a call on.

      I fidgeted with my ring, and scowled. It wasn’t like Ms. Myth to be late. She was a sharp cookie, and not just for a troll. Knew her stuff. Appreciated both precision and improvisation. She was good.

      The negotiations had gone well enough that I knew something was up. She and I had worked together before, and I knew enough about her to know that she’d let me off easy for some reason, hadn’t driven up the price as high as she could’ve. It wasn’t stinking of a double-cross, though—her rep was too solid for that, and so was her team’s—but I knew she’d been a little too eager to take the job.

      Still, I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I was getting a hell of a deal. Her crew might not’ve been Seattle’s shadow legends—not yet—but they were reliable, and reliable shadowrunners were normally much more expensive. This focus, the amulet that stored spells, was half of the payment; they’d get it on their return, and in the meantime it and the empty chip case were reminders, to me, of the gig I’d sent them on.

      The other half of their payment had been up front, standard terms, cold, hard, nuyen. I’d earned it the hard way, leftover bounty cash, a windfall I hadn’t really wanted. I’d doled out plenty of the UCAS bounty on the Infected—Human/Metahuman Vampiric Virus carriers, victims of the disease that had lost their minds to it and gone predator-feral—already, paying off the circus side-show of friends who’d helped me kill the stupid monsters in the first place. The rest of the payment had just cleared, though. The HMHVV bounty payout was a good pile of nuyen, but I was willing to invest, if it got me to the bottom of this mess.

      The reason I needed a solid crew like Myth’s folks—Sledge, Hardpoint, and Gentry, who I already knew, plus some spellslinger gal that I’m sure was about to decide she liked white gold necklaces that served as spell foci—was because the one thing we knew for sure about the encryption on the datachip, the only real advice I’d gotten from any of my jacked-in friends who’d taken a peek at it for me, was that the security on it was bad news.

      The wall of data-locks and security protocols between us and the info was boldly branded as Willamette Compustat work. A Tír Tairngire company. The Tír Tairngire company, where Matrix security’s concerned, my tech-geeks tell me. The Matrix provider that’s trusted by paranoid elven princes to oversee their secrets. The Matrix provider on retainer to handle e-security for the whole nation. The Matrix provider sub-contracted—so a few quick searches told us—to handle sensitive research from the Tír’s major universities; and Dr. Christopher Minirth, my departed friend whose chipful of data I had burning a hole in my life, had been neck-deep in just such research.

      Which meant my best bet of cracking the file—Gentry, himself a Tír brat born and raised, assured me—was a trip down south, into a paranoid elven nation, where we could find hackers who were used to taking can openers to Compustat’s work…and hell if I was going.

      “There are raé down there that can crack this, bro, for sure! It’s a magical country, bro.” The decker had chimed in over Myth’s shoulder, the first time I’d talked to them about the job. “I got people down there. You’ll see. Ain’t a file we can’t open.”

      His exuberance wasn’t the most reassuring thing in the world—he was the sort of overconfident dummy that liked to jump rooftops and free-run his way through Seattle like a crazy person—but his lead was the best bet I had. I was light on tech support. Trace had been the first to try to slice into it for me, and the first to notice the Willamette Compustat earmarks, no elf pun intended. Gentry’d confirmed it, but that was all he could do, solo. I would’ve loved to get an old shadow-buddy, Frostbyte, to take a peek—himself Tír-born, and Tír trained in Matrix work—but he’d run off with his Neo-Anarchist buddies, and I already owed him a favor, anyways. Gentry was the best I had, the best I had access to, and there’s no point in surrounding yourself with experts if you ignore their advice.

      So Compustat was our lead, the encryption protocols they supplied to Tír universities was our goal, and Gentry’s connection back home was our best chance of reaching it. Enter Ms. Myth, Gentry’s teammate and agent, and voila. The deal’d been brokered. The chip itself was slotted, secure, in one of the many dataports he sported. The kid was a professional courier when he wasn’t running the shadows, I could’ve done a lot worse, in that regard. But they were supposed to be leaving, and they were supposed to be calling, and they were late doing both.

      I flicked the little case around on my desktop, scowling at it as it slid one way, then the next. I knew a little bit of what it held, yeah. That introduction, the briefest report of it, had been enough. Heavy enough to believe folks might kill for it. Inhumans and the Cycle of Magic talked about mana cycles. It talked about the rise and fall of sorcerous tides, floated theories at the reader first proposed decades earlier, by an elf many claimed was honest-to-Buddha immortal. Chris Minirth had been there when this nutty professor, Ehran the Scribe, had first ruffled Hermetic feathers by giving his little talk, and he’d collaborated with Tír-based scholars for decades since, even after his transfer up here to Seattle, where he’d taught palookas like me at University of Washington.

      Where he’d died.

      A big part of me wanted to just flick the whole thing out of my life. Toss it. Burn it. Wipe the chip and call it a day. This was bigger than I liked, bigger than I was used to. A big part of me wanted to get back to the shadows I called home, wanted to focus on the problems that scaled to me and my friends better, wanted to throw my attention back on Puyallup and promises, to worrying about smaller problems, like keeping the Mafia and the Yakuza from tearing my neighborhood apart, like tracking down deadbeat parents and cheating spouses, like paying my rent. I won’t lie. I liked my life easy. Black and white.

      But the bigger part of me? Just a dog with a bone, plain and simple. Chris’d left it to me, he’d trusted me with it—not even the Hermetic Order of the Auric Aurora, but me—and that made it my responsibility. I wanted to read what was on it, wanted to see what had made it so important to him, but I also just didn’t want to let him down. I wanted to buck the odds and handle it, see the thing through, finish the job, if not for him, then because it was supposed to be too big for me.

      And besides, it was a case. Solving cases was my job, right?
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        DOWN THESE DARK STREETS…

      

      

      
        
        Most folks see Puyallup as the worst Seattle’s got to offer; a tangled mess of metahumanity and greet, poverty and ghettoes, vice and corruption, where the crime is more organized than the government. They call it a Barrens, an armpit, a cesspool.

        Jimmy Kincaid, though, calls it home. Walking the line between shadows and the desperate light, semi-legit like only a Puyallup brat and former cop can be, he insists Puyallup has a heart and a soul, that it’s a place of life, magic, and starving hope. A former combat mage, now as burnt out as his neighborhood, he does what he can to police the worst excesses of the crime-riddled city he loves.

        In the darkness of the Seattle Sprawl, what’s one more murder?

        To Kincaid, it’s everything. He’s got a dead mentor, a hermetic group in need, and a mysterious file that might have been worth killing for. To unlock the data and get a little justice, he’ll face the worst the Sprawl has to offer, wading through blood, darkness, and a murderous web of lies.

        It’s a good thing he’s got friends—in high and low places…
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        WHERE THERE'S SMOKE...

      

      

      
        
        Most Awakened folks in the Sixth World have Mentor Spirits to help them navigate the vast, often confusing world of magic. Many times, the mage chooses a spirit that compliments them, and can help them out in tough situations.

        And then there's Jimmy Kincaid.

        

      

      
        
        THERE'S DEFINITELY FIRE.

      

      

      
        
        Kincaid's never been one for taking the easy road, and to say his life is complicated is like saying water's wet. And when a simple trace job leads to a nest of Humanis thugs that have captured a metahuman hostage, well the voice of his Mentor Spirit isn't whispering peace and goodwill in the P.I.'s ear.

        Because Kincaid's Mentor Spirit is Adversary…and Adversary just wants to see the world burn… Will Jimmy resist his mentor's siren call of death and destruction…or give in to those darker instincts and just level the entire place?
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        DARKNESS EVERYWHERE…

      

      

      
        
        The Sixth World is a dangerous place, with deadly hazards lurking around every corner. Everywhere shadowrunners go, from the top of the world to the deepest, darkest Sprawl neighborhood, someone’s always looking to make their rep by taking you down.

        World of Shadows is the second anthology of original Shadowrun short stories, each one showcasing some of the most far-flung, treacherous locations around the world. From a scientific mission gone wrong in the snowy wilds of Russia to an AR nightclub in Morocco sheltering runners on the lam to a recovering runner drawn into a deadly web of intrigue in the darkest alleys of Hong Kong, these eighteen original short stories explore exotic settings far off the beaten path.
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        THE TAROT HAS AWAKENED…

      

      

      
        
        …And nothing will ever be the same again.

        The Tarot, a mystical divination deck of cards, has appeared in the Sixth World as a powerful artifact. It works its will on anyone who finds one of its magical cards, from runners surviving on the street to corp executives battling in the boardroom. And not just people’s lives will be changed, for the Awakened Tarot deck is more than just a formidable magic item—it has its own agenda, and will seek to use those who find it to set its plans in motion…

        Drawing Destiny features twenty-three original stories about this brand-new artifact introduced into the Shadowrun game. Each story reveals how the Awakened Tarot will impact the Sixth World for better, and sometimes, for much worse...
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